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It is the basic condition of life, to be required to violate your own identity.
-Philip K. Dick

Celine: “Today, I’m Angéle.”
Julie: “Yesterday, it was me.”
Celine: “But it’s still her.”
-Céline et Julie vont en bateau - Phantom Ladies Over Paris
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ABSTRACT
Homer Charles Arnold

ANTI-ESTABLISHING: CONTEMPORARY GRAFFITI’S
CONTRA-COMMUNITY

There is no denying contemporary graffiti’s prevalence throughout the
modern landscape. Hailed or distained, the genre solidified its place in popular
society through a manifold of discursive methods and ideologies. Now a global
aesthetic, it compels a significant and wide range of assessments aimed at
comprehending both the overarching heterogeneity that manifest throughout the
counterculture as well as the larger socio-political impact made by the entirety of
the genre. These analyses often establish their theories on the basis that
contemporary graffiti originates as a statement of presence. Thus meaning that
through a piece of graffiti, its author claims, “I am here.” This dissertation
challenges that foundation, and rethinks the genre as a statement of absence that
proclaims, “I was here.” Working from this provenance, I argue that absence
constitutes contemporary graffiti’s ontology and underscores the entirety of the
counterculture. Coupling this position with the genre’s continual diversification,
this dissertation theorizes that contemporary graffiti is an anti-establishing. This
means that as a socio-political aesthetic, it continually self-perpetuates its own
self-negation and relies on both methodological and ideological differences so as
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to refute any attempts at totalization and subsequent unification originating from
either within the counterculture or its surrounding discourses. Instead, the genre
always places itself in-difference and a-part from itself and others thus cultivating
relationships of contact without union with the various parties involved. Relying
primarily on Jean-Luc Nancy’s radicalization of community, I demonstrate how
these relationships are affirmations of his philosophy, as they constitute a
community predicated on the exposition of finitude. From such an assignment,
this dissertation expands what is commonly understood as contemporary graffiti
practices and argues for the continued legitimization of the genre’s rebellious
constitution despite its rampant appropriation by popular society.
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Preface: Train Jumping
Sometime after the second plane hit the South Tower on September 11th,
2001 and sometime before my friend asked if I would keep watch one night while
he and his writing crew bombed a wall, I took my first serious notice of
contemporary graffiti. I was living in Baltimore at the time, attending Maryland
Institute College of Art for a Post-Baccalaureate year in painting. My apartment
was in a nicer part of town, near the school. But, no more than one block from my
door was a poverty-stricken district full of crack addicts, drug dealers, gang
bangers, and prostitutes. I know this for two reasons. One is that I wandered in
there at one time looking for a Federal Union to wire some money, and the second
is due to the police officer who escorted me out of the area, explaining the
situation in simplistic detail.
“Kids like you have no business crossing North,” he said. “You’re lucky I
drove by and saw you. You could have been mugged. They don’t like people like
you over there; trust me.”
Maybe he was right, or maybe he was just fresh out of the academy and
eager to show off his newfound sense of authority. Either way, that was the
second time I ever rode in a cop car. I had never lived in a big city before, and my
ignorance needed correcting.
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Baltimore’s North Avenue runs east to west, dividing the walkup
brownstones of Bolton Hill, Madison Park, and Druid Heights from the burned
out brownstones of Reservoir Hill and Penn North. At certain areas along the
street’s border, it can be difficult to tell the difference from where one ends and
the other begins. This was my problem. I crossed at Park Avenue where, instead
of being suddenly confronted with discount liquor stores, pawnshops, and a host
of curious and potentially vicious looks, I saw what appeared to be a small park
and a continuation of the brownstones I was accustomed to. In fact, it was not
until I turned west and made it several blocks further that I began to suspect I was
in the “wrong part of town.”
North Avenue served another purpose for me, however. It took me from
my apartment, underneath Interstate 83, to my studio building at the corner of
Howard and North. MICA had only recently purchased the empty warehouse that
year and was excited to have the nine of us from the Post-Bacc program be the
first students to use it. We were even mentioned in the college president’s
matriculation speech. That being said, while the paint was still fresh on the
warehouse walls and the newly installed light fixtures where bright, we were the
first wave of a gentrification that would blur that divide between privileged and
poverty even more. As I understand this situation now, the corner of Howard and
North is nothing like it was when I was there.
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When I was there, it felt like a few steps across North right before the
police officer pulled me into his car. Apparently, the McDonalds up the street had
someone with needle tracks on their arms working the fry machine, and a week
before classes started, someone had been shot on the adjacent corner. Our parking
lot was gated, our door was key access only, and we had security guards
patrolling the building 24 hours a day. We were definitely “on the frontier of a
new beginning” as the president had stated, and it was on that frontier that I
witnessed the making of a large piece that read: “Neva Loose.”
Our parking lot sat between our building and another that was officially on
the corner of North and Howard. It was an odd structure that had been jammed
into a narrow lot, and from what I could tell, housed an oriental karaoke club, a
salvage shop, and a brothel (or so it seemed as there were always very
provocatively dressed ladies hanging around in front of it). The salvage shop
faced Howard, and when I would walk the street’s length back across 83 to get
lunch at MICA’s cafeteria, I would stop and pick through the various odds and
ends for potential art supplies. The supposed brothel was upstairs, and its
windows were routinely closed. As for the karaoke club, it occupied the east side
of the building that our parking lot neighbored. On warm fall nights, it would
open its side doors letting the sounds of badly sung American pop songs waft
across on the smoke of cheap cigarettes. On the top of this building was a
billboard that faced west, looking back up North and towards 83. On it was an
advertisement for a new Canon digital video camera. An affluently looking white
3

couple was smiling and looking at the camera’s review screen. Beneath them the
caption read: “Capture all of life’s little moments.” The unused backside of the
billboard faced our studio building, and its surface was usually covered with
various tags that would appear and disappear within days of each other. When I
would take cigarette breaks in the parking lot, I would look up to see what was
new, and what was gone. Overall, the billboard was an amazing illustration of the
border it watched over.
I wasn’t the only person from my class that took notice of the graffiti’s
changings. I caught two friends, Peter and Samantha, looking at it from time to
time, and over a few weeks, it became a talking point between us. My naiveté
quickly showed.
“What do they mean, what are they?” I asked one morning as the three of
us surveyed the previous night’s activities.
“They’re tags,” Samantha explained. “You know, like aliases.”
“Graffiti guys make up fake names, and that’s what they sign all over the
city,” Peter continued. “Like that one there, CRuX5, I’ve seen that one over by
my apartment.”
“Oh, so it keeps them anonymous, so no one knows who they are?” I
replied.
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“Sort of,” Samantha went on. “It’s more like a logo, like the Nike check,
or something. They get known for it.”
“And what about the bigger works?” I asked.
“Those are like murals I guess,” Peter said.
“Yeah, they work in groups sometimes, and make those big ones.”
Samantha confirmed.
“I want to catch them sometime,” Peter said.
“What do you mean,” I asked.
“I want to see them working,” he said.
I thought about that for a minute. Admittedly, the entire thing was quite a
feat. The writers were skilled at scaling walls, climbing fences, and balancing
precariously on ledges no more than a few feet wide high above the asphalt and
concrete. And obviously, all of this was done in the dead of night, away from the
prying eyes of the public and was ready to be dropped in an instant at the sound of
siren or the flash of a spot lamp. Further, personal risk aside, there was zero
chance of their work even lasting more than a few weeks before another writer
went over it, or it vanished underneath those monotonous off-gray blocks of antigraffiti paint. Clearly the writers were not about the permanence of themselves or
their work, and there was no doubt they had not bought into the fantasy of legacy.
5

That fantasy runs deep in art schools, even if the students pretend not to
care. Artists are divas at that age, and they all believe they are headed to being the
next Damien Hurst, Jeff Koons, Cindy Sherman, or whoever is making the front
page of Artforum (a magazine heavily worshiped at MICA by undergrad and grad
students alike). Egos are big, and I can tell you from personal experience that
those people who you think are your friends will toss you out with their soiled
paint rags and empty paint tubes if they think it will keep the attention of visiting
gallery owners focused solely on what’s in their studio, and not yours. Petty
politics, and a lot of money: that’s what art schools are.
But the art school of the graffiti writer is something different, and I
thought about that after my conversation with Peter and Samantha. Of course, ego
was still in play, but it seemed more honest. Painting over another writer’s work is
a direct confrontation, a clear attack, and lacks any smell of the closed-door gladhanding, backstabbing, and sleazy jockeying for popularity that seemed to
permeate the studio spaces of MICA students. Imagine that, one grad student
blatantly painting over another one’s work. Imagine all of the ensuing
commotion, the immediate petitions filled against vandal, the ensuing meetings
with advisors and program directors, and all the coddling of the student who had
his or her work vandalized, and all the demonization of the one who did it. It
would be a circus! And at the end of the day, all it would do is protect the
reputation of that very institution that allowed for and possibly even encouraged
the attack in the first place. Bureaucracy, trust funds, and administrations do not
6

protect graffiti writers. Yet, they do participate in marking that boundary that at
times the graffiti writer stands on and accentuates.
Graffiti is expected in some places. It was expected on the north side of
North Avenue where I accidently found myself that day; it’s expected underneath
highway overpasses and bridges, on railway cars, and on the facades of derelict
buildings in poverty ridden neighborhoods. In these areas, it blends with its
surroundings like a well camouflaged tropical fish floating in a coral reef. But in
other areas, it stands out like that same fish darting through open water. This has
nothing to do with fish by itself however but has everything do with its context.
Those well-manicured, bureaucratic gray walls of affluent institutionalization, like
the gray sands at the bottom of the ocean, do the same to graffiti. They juxtapose
graffiti’s apparent disorder and esotericism with their right angles and geometric
symmetry, they contrast graffiti’s color with their monochrome surfaces, and in so
doing they expose graffiti to a variety of threats. But, reversely, in those
oppositions and exposures, graffiti highlights the walls. It pushes back against the
regimentation and commercialism with its kaleidoscopic designs that punctuate its
monotonous surroundings. It is the law of simultaneous contrast where two
opposites appear even more conflicting as they are drawn closer and closer
together until finally they touch and respond by trying to pull back while still
holding onto each other in an aggressive tension.
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It was that violence that I saw scattered along the border of North Avenue
as I traveled to and from my studio everyday. I witnessed it not only in the
various pieces of graffiti that decorated this or that mailbox, wall, or street sign,
but also in those cautious glances that I saw pedestrians cast back and forth across
the street at their neighbors. There was a clear, unspoken tension that lined North,
that vibrated in the space of the street, that ebbed and flowed as the day turned
into night and then back into day. What I mean by this is that during the day,
white kids like myself could make the mistake of crossing it and half stumble into
a potentially very dangerous situation. In the sunlit hours, the north side of North
lacked the overt signs of peril that overtook it at night, and I’m sure that other
people such as myself crossed its border from my side for a variety of reasons.
However, under the oxidized purple sky of night, the north side of North would
push back, and the vagrants and vandals would cross over and sleep on the
trimmed grass of the park that sat in Park Avenue’s median and ring random door
buzzers looking for someone to let them in or give them some change. I was
woken up several times from things like mumbling voices looking for people
named “Harry” or just blatantly asking me to “open the damn door!” There was a
give and take on the border, a flow of exchange between the two sides that went
on continuously blurring the clarity of the line between them.
Back on the billboard, graffiti still came and went, and Samantha, Peter,
and I kept talking about it. I began to design my own tag. Not with the intention
of illegally writing it on public surfaces but as an aesthetic exercise to see if I
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could explode letters in the same way I was seeing it done. I failed horribly and
gave up on it for the foreseeable future. Peter started photographing the sign’s
changes with the intention of linking his photographs together in a time-lapse
video, and Samantha moved her painting practice to the parking lot to do a small
plein air series about the billboard and the building. One of the security guards
joined us in our mutual interest, and she would come by and ask us if we had seen
the new tags as they appeared.
The guard’s name was Monica, and her brother who was in the military,
was getting ready to ship off to Afghanistan. They had both chosen similar careers
because they offered them a way out of the mid-level, third class lifestyle they
had grown up in. Monica was a night guard, and when she wasn’t making her
patrol, she sat at the desk watching movies from the 1960s and 1970s. She loved
Steve McQueen.
One night I stayed well past my normal time working headlong into a
large painting. I was hung up on the background and kept going back and forth
between a Waterhouse style landscape and a Caravaggio style blackout. I was
somewhere between giving up and trying another glaze of burnt umber when
Monica knocked at my studio door.
“Hey, come here, you wanna see this,” she said.
I followed her out to the parking lot. Just before we stepped outside, she
turned to me and held her index finder up to her lips. I nodded my understanding,
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and she quietly opened the door. Outside, she pointed up to the billboard. There,
moving along its catwalk, I could see three darkened figures. They were moving
back a forth, and from what I could see, they were painting the back of the
billboard completely with rollers on long extensions. Monica looked back at me
smiling, and we kept watching for some time. After they finished, they propped
up ladders and started outlining some large piece before filling it in. I couldn’t
hear the sounds of the spray cans, but every so often, the smell of aerosol made its
way down to us. If they were talking with each other, I couldn’t hear it either.
From my perspective, they worked in totally organized silence, each one doing his
(or her) part right in unison with the others. Letters were formed, colored, and
outlined. And then, as silently as they had worked, I watched them disappear back
down to ground level.
The following morning I saw the message they had left behind. It was a
large piece done in bubble letters that read: “Neva Loose”. At the time, I read it as
a statement of resilience in the wake of the recent terrorist attacks. The East Coast
was a frightening place to be during that time, and tensions ran high. People
jumped every time a siren echoed throughout the city, and I remember someone
saying to me that as long as they saw jet trails in the sky, they knew things were
OK for at least that day. Any sign of pride, spirit, strength, and courage was
welcome, and it made sense to me that graffiti writers were participating in that
public chorus in their own subversive way.
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Regardless of what the writers left behind, it was during their exit that I
witnessed something I can still see today as clearly as I did then. It’s one of those
images that gets burned into the retina and accompanying memory space. One of
the writers walked to the far edge of the catwalk and looked back across 83
toward the Baltimore skyline. He paused there for a minute before turning and
finding his way back to the asphalt with the others. What I remember is his
silhouette perched on the ledge, that subtle juxtaposition of values between him
and his surroundings and how the positive and negative spaces became confused
depending on how my eyes focused. His form merging with the catwalk in one
glance or disappearing into the sky with another, he was right on the threshold of
a definite position without crossing into it. Yet, it was only when he moved that I
could be sure of where he actually was.
As he was, he was neither part of the catwalk nor the sky but in some
ambiguous space between the two. He was within and without, simultaneously
apart and a-part, an irregularity against the vast obscurity of the world around
him. And in that way, he tended that space and maintained its elusive edges. He,
like his work, beyond accentuating the margins between the expected and the
unexpected, the affluent and the poor, the law abiders and the vandals, defined
them and himself by traversing the entire scene in the blink of an eye. What I saw
that night and was reminded of years later in the photography of Martha Cooper,
is that the graffiti writer is a train jumper.
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The train jumper borders. Just as the border he stood on in the early hours
of that morning fluctuated in the rhythmic breaths of Baltimore’s moon falls and
sunrises, so too does he. Both of them waver and veer, oscillate and seesaw, and
are only detectable when they do. And, in that perpetual act of bordering, there is
joy, that nervous laughter that comes when facing the unknown as well as in the
sheer disbelief of what has happened and what one has accomplished.
Some seven months later, I was steering my white four-door Saturn north
towards New York in a circuitous route back to Texas. I had failed at getting into
any of MICA’s graduate programs (or any others for that matter) and had no real
long-term prospects. This was my first real defeat at anything I had seriously
invested money and time into. I felt like I was running away from the East Coast
with my tail firmly between my legs. I would spend the next week with my sister
and her family, playing video games with my nephews and nieces, and drinking
very expensive wine before going south to run the length of the Eastern seaboard
and turning west to cross the Mississippi River for the first time in nine months.
Over the course of that drive, I toyed with the idea of moving to the Texas coast,
holding up in a cheap house in some crossroad bay town, and pumping out an
entirely new body of work for re-application to all the graduate programs that had
sent me those polite letters of rejection. I also considered giving up the entire
MFA dream altogether and just going straight into the corporate world of graphic
design. I’d take a few classes at a community college, learn the software, and
apply. How hard could it be?
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How hard indeed? But, beyond the uncertainty festering in the steady
realization that I was leaving Baltimore behind, was an odd feeling of relief. I
hated Baltimore, and I learned that any big city like it would throw me into a state
of agoraphobia. By the end of my time there, I was rarely leaving my apartment
except to go to class and even that was a challenge sometime. I need a horizon
made up of something other than forty feet high buildings of reinforced steel,
concrete, and glass to keep my paranoia at bay, and I prefer the distant hum of a
highway as opposed to the immediate rumble of cross town traffic.
Over the course of that summer, I spent a decent amount of time on the
highway. First driving back to Texas, then from Texas to Montana, back again,
and then out to Los Angeles, where by my sheer perseverance that probably
bordered on harassment, I managed to secure a position in Claremont Graduate
University’s MFA program. It had been the one school I had not heard back from.
After making a telephone call, I learned I was on the alternate list. I called
everyday for several weeks until the secretary told me Claremont had finally just
accepted my application due to my clear desire to go west, which I did some six
weeks later.
I refer to this time as “The Summer of 75 mph.” I had no permanent
address, I slept at roadside hotels, I ate at various truck stops and fast food
restaurants, and I saw a lot of the country. I made friends with a mechanic in
Wichita, I followed a semi through a fog storm in Denver, and I helped a lady put
13

ice chains on her Ford in Billings. And, during those months, I was train jumping
in my own way. Just like the graffiti writer who stood on the edge of the catwalk
that one night back in Baltimore, I felt that if I stopped moving I would disappear
and be swallowed up by the highway, not in any actual sense of course, but in that
metaphorical way of the swimmer who has to keep swimming so as to avoid
sinking beneath the surface. In fact, it mattered very little where I was going at all
just as long as I was going somewhere. Maybe I would find myself on another
North Avenue with crack addicts and gang bangers, or maybe I would spend the
evening in a hotel bar swapping stories with a sales woman from Miami, or
maybe I would come across another horrific car wreck like I did between Las
Vegas and Prim and be the only person with a cell phone. In either and all of the
scenarios, not only would I be coming from one and headed to another in no
particular order and with no particular reason, but I would also play my part in
them: buying the sales woman another drink or dialing 911 regardless of the out
of network charges. The plan was simple, burn another gallon of gas, cover
another 29 miles, and see what’s next on the horizon. Just remember to pay your
bill and wave goodbye when you leave.
Train jumping is the act of letting go. It requires the steady hand of
release. But, it also demands the warm hand of embrace. Standing on that
threshold, we realize we are always standing on it leaving behind what we can
while looking ahead toward what will come. It is a greeting and an adieu all at
once.
14

Introduction

Fig 1. Arnold, H.C. Kilroy was here. 2013.

Part 1: Kilroy’s Legacy
Hoisting himself to the top of a wall, the odd looking baldheaded man
with the prominent nose peeks over the wall whispering: “Kilroy was here.” A
scene familiarized during the 1940s and 1950s through sheer pervasiveness, it
entrenched a position in the archives of American folklore ensuring its
permanence. Yet at its outset, the inscription seems to have begun with far less
lofty intentions. By one account, its provenance rests with the ship inspector
James J. Kilroy who, it is believed, chalked these words on the bulkheads of
outgoing war vessels as a way of conveying his satisfaction with the riveting.1
However, for American GIs on their way to Normandy Beach or beyond, the
inscription inspired a phenomenon now emblematic of the Allied war effort.
Appropriating the phrase for their own purposes, they began writing it on a
15

variety of surfaces ranging from walls to discarded ammo boxes as they crossed
Europe and the Pacific. By this account, it was somewhere in the Western theatre
that the baldheaded man appeared in conjunction with the text. Considered a
variant of the British graffiti “Mr. Chad,” most deduce that at some point the text
and image combined as British and American forces united. Thus, Kilroy became
emblematic of the war effort, serving as an icon of both the GIs’ presence, as well
as their underlying camaraderie.
However, the war ended, and Kilroy along with US Military returned to
the United States. And, as the boys in blues and whites rumbaed and swung their
way through the dance halls, the baldheaded man watched from the shadows still
whispering the same utterance, “Kilroy was here,” a mantra that had not so much
lost its meaning but merely expanded its reach as it was no longer confined to the
battlefield. Over the next several years, Kilroy became ubiquitous, appearing in a
multitude of sites throughout America ranging between bathroom stalls at truck
stops and the sidewalls of neighborhood grocery stores to The Statue of Liberty
and The George Washington Bridge in New York. However, these evolutions did
not diminish the phrase’s affiliation with the military, and as the war receded into
stories and histories, the phenomena faded during the later part of the 1950s.
Though now mostly absent from the surfaces on which he was manifested, he still
makes the occasional appearance here and there, if not in presence, than at least in
discussion.
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This discussion necessitates beginning with the above short history of
Kilroy and his utterance insofar as it shares several traits also discernable in the
performances and social assessments of contemporary graffiti writing. Here,
“contemporary graffiti” delimits the practices of graffiti originating in
Philadelphia and New York in the late 1960s that continue today in a variety of
styles and methods, and excludes gang related graffiti. This latter omission, one
that is already generally agreed upon by most graffiti writers and critics who are
active in the field, problematizes an argument central to anti-graffiti sentiments:
that graffiti, in this instance, is about the claiming and subsequent taking
ownership of a space.2 This is not to deny the presence of that intention in certain
writers’ pieces or methods but instead to refocus what that intention is directed at.
There is little uncertainty that gang related graffiti is an explicit pronouncement of
territorialization that is disposed towards inciting violence.3 And, perhaps due to
its prevalence in urban environments before the advent of non-gang related
graffiti, there was already the underlying condition to assume a correlation
between the two. However, non-gang related graffiti refutes such a goal,
exhibiting very different objectives through its aesthetic.
The ambition most prominent throughout its entire history is also
discernable in the utterance made by Kilroy: _____ was here. While some
analyses explicitly designate the baldheaded man and his utterance as a signifier
of the American conquest of Europe, and the former’s rise to a global power (thus
implying violence akin to the gangs), they overcomplicate the utterance,
17

connecting its intention to the task that its writer was enlisted in: being an
American solider.4 Not to completely dismiss this assessment insofar as it is
contextually merited; the aim herein is to move beyond such readings in order to
locate a more intrinsic value at work that can serve as a different “Rosetta Stone
by which we should continue to read the impulse of putting your mark where it is
otherwise thought not to belong” (Seno 52).
In order to begin to accomplish this, it necessitates understanding that
prior to designating Kilroy as a symbol of conquest, he and his utterance must
first be grafted onto the wall, ammunition box, or bulkhead. As such, the
baldheaded man “has a substance made up of the physical residue left by the
marker’s incursion: the smear of graphite, the stain of ink,” (R. E. Krauss, The
Optical Unconscious 259) and a retroactive form constructed by as well as
marking a past event. Consequently, the intention of its writer (ship inspection or
otherwise) is secondary to its acting as an imprint of a physical presence. Thus,
Kilroy is an indexical sign: “a mode in which the signifier is not arbitrary but is
directly connected in some way (physically or causally) to the signified
(regardless of intention)” (Chandler 37). However, it cannot be forgotten that this
presence is not present at the time that his or her imprint is read.
The graffitist goes up to the wall. He makes a mark. We could say
that he makes it to register his presence, to intervene in the space
of another in order to strike against it with his declaration, “I am
18

here.” But we would be wrong to say this. Insofar as his
declaration is a mark, it is inevitably structured by the moment
after its making that even now infects the time of its making, the
future moment that makes of its making nothing else than a past, a
past that reads “I was here,” “Kilroy was here.” … He delivers his
mark over to a future that will be carried on without his presence.
(R. E. Krauss, The Optical Unconscious 259-260)
Therefore, at its most fundamental level, Kilroy is the mark made by the past
presence of another person who is absent at the time of the mark’s reading. The
obvious metaphysical concerns such an imprint brings to light are central to this
discussion serving as its underlying set of traits to be examined herein.
How then does Kilroy communicate this absent presence? What
discernable attributes are present demonstrating his being “structured by the
moment after its making” (R. E. Krauss, The Optical Unconscious 259)? Three
apparent ways are noticeable in the use of the past tense, a question of intention,
and translatability. Kilroy never is, but only ever was, here; and subsequently, the
utterance is constructed toward the moment beyond its making. For the ship
inspector, Kilroy’s declaration was structured by the intention to communicate a
satisfactory assessment of the infrastructure of the ship to his superior who would
come along after Kilroy was gone. Thus, Kilroy’s mark took the obligatory
grammatical form of the past tense required by these underlying conditions of
19

sequentiality. One of these is the simple conveyance that the inspection had
occurred. Considering the events that unfold during the life of a ship, they follow
a specific progression from planning to building to sailing, and at each stage of
the evolution, there are other sequences in action ensuring the production’s
success. Thus, before the ship could be filled with young American GIs, it needed
to be sound enough to carry them across the ocean. And, in order for this to occur,
someone had to insure the total integrity of the ship from the bulkheads to the
electric wiring. And, in order for this to be the case, someone else had to report to
the insurer that these components were intact. Kilroy’s writing participates in
these sequences by being one link in a chain of persons, places, and events that all
structure themselves towards the next arriving moment: the planning working
towards the building, and the building working towards the sailing. Such a
progression requires a use of the past tense, either explicitly, exemplified in
writing such as Kilroy’s, or at least implicitly, as intimated throughout the entire
sequence, and insures the realization of the sequence by authorizing the required
governance of the coming moment.
This governance occurs by way of a deferral of the present moment to the
coming moment. Considering the sequence of the ship not solely as a progression
of a step-by-step mechanical construction but also as series of instances entailing
the transference of authority between the persons involved, such instances can be
delineated alongside the development of an overall hegemonic system of
governance. In order for the ship to fulfill its purpose, carrying American GIs, it
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must first be sanctioned to do so through a series of authoritative deferrals. When
finished with the blueprints, the designers of the ship simultaneously surrender the
documents, as well as their ascendency, to the construction team so that they may
enact those plans, and who will repeat a similar transmission in the wake of their
completion and the ensuing involvement of the ship’s inspectors. Thus, one
group’s authority is handed over to the next, resulting in the progression of the
ship’s construction and completion. However, also effective here is the bolstering
of the latter’s governance over the former (the ship inspector’s authority over the
construction team) as well as the entrenchment of both parties within the sequence
of events. And while such results are obvious, it needs to be remembered that they
entail those persons further along the progression assigning meaning to what has
occurred with perhaps little regard for its intention.
Such an appointment transpires in part due to the second area examined
correlating with contemporary graffiti practices: the question of intention. Within
the context of the ship’s construction, Kilroy’s writing serves the specific purpose
of expressing his approval of the rivets and bulkheads to whoever amasses this
information so that he or she may validate the ship’s readiness, and are therefore
not written with the intention of communing with the GIs. Yet, this type of
closed-circuit communication is fraught with complications owing to the fact that
it transpired on a publicly viewable surface that allowed for third party readings
and interpretations. This is what occurred with the American soldiers. For them,
Kilroy was an enigma: who he was, and his role in the sequence of events
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pertaining to the ship’s readiness unknown. Subsequently, the GIs’ recourse was
to take his statement that he was there first at face value and leave the purpose of
his presence to speculation. And, as considered above, that speculation led to a
very different understanding of the words’ meaning.
Discernable when considering the outgoing servicemen’s enthusiastic
appropriation and dissemination of the text that established Kilroy’s ubiquity is an
interpretation exhibiting an apparent want of inclusion and a continuance devoted
to insuring that Kilroy always got there first. This occurred via a refuting of direct
authorship unfolding in the following way: after a GI would inscribe the text, he
would deny his having done so, claiming it was already there prior to his arrival.
Such an act produced the effect of making his (as well as any writer of the text)
identity anonymous by redirecting the emphasis back onto the text which
furthered Kilroy’s reputation as a phantom-“super GI” (www.Kilroywashere.org)
who was always one step ahead of the following soldiers. It was this anonymity
that allowed for the inclusive plurality of Kilroy’s authors. Due in part to the fact
that the original Kilroy’s identity was not known during this time, any GI could
‘be’ he and re-inscribe the phrase wherever he went. Thus “Kilroy” became
Kilroys, assuming a multiplicity that simultaneously increased his presence across
both theatres, while making the possibility of knowing who started it all the more
difficult. Further, while it was an inside joke between the servicemen, the
message also served to denote their presence to themselves as well as others.
While this led persons such as Hitler to consider that Kilroy may be the codename
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of a high level spy, it enabled a way of communicating between platoons the
message that they were not alone. To the incoming GI landing on a beach in the
Pacific or marching into Brussels, seeing Kilroy would be a reassurance of
friendly company and presumably bolster moral and courage. Therefore, writing
Kilroy became more important than reading it, insuring its continued
manifestation throughout the war years. However, what is significant is that these
were the tasks assigned to or read into the phrase. And, while demonstrating the
governance the US Military put over the text, they also demonstrate another
significant characteristic of the phrase: it is translatable into a variety of
situations.
Evinced by its sheer pervasiveness from bulkheads to barn doors and
discarded ammo boxes to the private bathroom for the Big Three in Potsdam,
Germany at the end of the war, the baldheaded man and his utterance signified the
refusal of a singular context by displaying the ability to be placed anywhere. It
was this translatability that allowed for the phrase to begin to appear across the
United States during the later part of the 1940s and early 1950s and shift its
audience from GIs to the general population. Further, the aforementioned plurality
of authorship was still the modus operandi, resulting in non-military persons
beginning to inscribe the text and perpetuate the joke. However, it was perhaps
due to this influx of non-enlisted writers that during this time Kilroy’s
dissemination began to wane as if the burst of energy that had compelled the
phenomena finally grew slack. No longer in action within the context of the war,
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Kilroy’s purpose began to be questioned and the necessity to write him
diminished. He had become a symbol of a war that was over.
Has contemporary graffiti reached a similar outcome?
Given the genre’s contemporary pervasiveness throughout the global
landscape, comprised of both actual and virtual sites, it suggests otherwise.
Contemporary graffiti manifests everywhere, and it seems to be in a progressive
state of continued growth and evolution. Thus, regardless of its actual intention,
there is some definite necessity present for its existence. What differentiates it
from Kilroy regards symbolic usage. For all the latter’s translatability and
plurality of authors and intentions, Kilroy still became iconic of World War II. As
a sign, it succumbed to a historical institutionalization that responded to the need
of translating that event into myths and imagery.5 Dissimilarly, contemporary
graffiti has consistently shown to not be symbolic of one homogeneous collective
of persons, a singular ideology, place, or event regardless of the various critics’
and graffiti writers’ attempts to accomplish any such categorization. For the genre
as a cultural phenomenon, mainstream interest began in the 1970s as different
news reports began to mention the curious tag names such as Taki183,
Cornbread, and Cool Earl which began appearing throughout various American
cities along the Eastern seaboard. As with any emergent social curiosity, news
reports gave way to theoretical speculation and avant-garde appropriation, and by
the 1980s, contemporary graffiti had become dispersed across a territory
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encompassing high end art sales, fashion designs, and a variety of other
commercializations. These transfigurations where both a sudden and perhaps
largely unexpected development evolving from the genre’s humble beginnings.
As Hal Foster describes this progression:
The graffitists have turned the walls of the city into spaces of
response – for response outside the media of TV, magazines, etc.
For response is precisely what these media replace with the given
rituals of consumption and “participation” (call-ins, polls, letters to
the editor). So what do the media – into which the art word is
tapped – do in response to this response of the graffitists? Mediate
it, absorb it. The underground is pulled into a TV studio, the
Bleecker Street Station is redrawn in a West Broadway gallery.
There are other reasons why graffiti was ordained an art – its
economic value could not be assured without such a taxonomic
shift – but surely the subversion of the subversive is a principle
motive. The official reclaims the unofficial, the galleries absorb the
graffitists. Thus the street-artist Samo becomes Jean-Michel
Basquiat, the new art-world primitive/prodigy; and the work of
Keith Haring, a mediatory figure in graffiti-become-art, appears on
the huge Spectacolor sign atop Times Square (January 1982).
Graffiti, the act of antimedia response, becomes an art on the
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media of irresponsibility. (Foster, Between Modernism and the
Media 49)
Yet, he goes on to clarify this scenario, elucidating the significant fact that
such appropriations are in actuality a highly selective enterprise.
But graffiti’s [appropriation] is not simply another tale of
subcultural expression mediated by the avant garde in the interests
of mass culture. Only some graffiti is appropriated by the art
world, and this valuation entailed a whole protocol of art-historical
initiation: an ancient precedent (cave painting), a modern lineage
(abstract expressionism and art brut: or as Rene Richard gushes:
“If Cy Twombly and Jean Dubuffet had a baby and gave it up for
adoption, it would be Jean-Michel”), even a stylistic history (e.g.,
from abstract-expressionist graffiti, “the classic stage,” to poppsychedelic). Moreover, graffiti escaped the total appropriation
that rap music and break dancing have undergone – not because it
could not be redeemed (its “criminality” makes appropriation all
the more necessary) but because it could not be encoded: it is itself
a decoding. Thus it was left to the art world – experts in
appropriation, technicians in encoding – to extract what sign
exchange value it can from graffiti. (Foster, Between Modernism
and the Media 49-51)
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While Foster initially describes a certain hegemonic display of mainstream
society over contemporary graffiti, the aforementioned scenario could also be
gauged as the counterculture’s disposal to be involved in this partial absorption
and redistribution. As certain examples raised by Foster (such as Basquiat), and
this discussion demonstrate, there exists a fairly considerable desire among
certain graffiti writers to transform their esoteric letterforms and subversive
imagery into lucrative sales in the service of bolstering their income and
notoriety. Yet, regardless of who is in fact fundamental to this selection process,
whether the gallery owners or the graffiti writers, the operation is not totalistic.
Instead, it denotes resilience to totality, confirmed by the heterogeneity of which
writers and their works develop commercially or not. Foster underscores this
actuality in his declaring that contemporary graffiti is a decoding.
The following discussion is provoked by this claim.

Part 2: An Anti-code
Decoding suggests a subversive action directed against a prevailing code,
whether political, societal, linguistic, imagistic, or otherwise. It involves the
employment of that code so as to deconstruct it in service of revealing the
arbitrary nature of its constitution. Thus, as much as it seeks to thwart hegemony,
it is also reliant on it. Foster alludes to this contingent relationship as he situates
graffiti writers and their responses as being located “outside the media of TV,
magazines, etc.” (Foster, Between Modernism and the Media 49). To be outside
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necessitates an inside, and vice-versa. Yet, the defining of binaries comprises only
part of the situation. As noted, one side pro-actively engages the other. Here, that
occurs in the various absorptions between the two cultures: contemporary graffiti
writers appropriation of not only the urban landscape as the location for their
responses but also various imagery from mainstream society; and reversely,
mainstream’s commodification of contemporary graffiti as witnessed in its
transformation of spraypaint and brick walls into oil paint on canvases. Such
exchanges prove to be infinitely complex and nuanced, serving as an incredibly
fertile ground for various discussions, theories, and debates to develop from.
Although Foster engages this ontology, discussing the genre from a poststructural linguistic critique and moves to conclude the entirety of the situation as
a mere example of rampant commodification, he is brief, without first questioning
initially what decoding means and secondly considering if that very act of
decoding would lead to that very commodification he condemns. As he
explicates:
Generally, mass culture abstracts a specific content (or signified)
into a general form (or signifier): a social expression is first
reduced, then mediated as a “popular” style. Street graffiti resisted
this abstraction because it already operated on the level of form or
style; as a play of signifiers, it could not be readily reinscribed as
such. Not only was graffiti “illegible,” it was also “empty”; to
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invert the Barthes definition of photography, graffiti was a code
without a message – without a content that could be easily
abstracted into a form or a style. This emptiness protected as well
as charged graffiti: for a long time it was ignored, then
appropriated only as this generic thing, this news item or urban
problem “graffiti”; and even now its commodification is mostly
restricted to the art world, where it can be broken down into
signature-styles…This reading is romantic now: graffiti is largely
mediated; even on the streets it has become its own reified ritual.
Not only are these “empty” signs filled with media content, but a
few are invested with art (economic) value, anonymous tags
become celebrity signatures. Rather than circulate against the code,
graffiti now most likely fixed by it: a form of access to it, not
transgression of it. (Foster, Between Modernism and the Media 5152)
Several issues raised in this evaluation warrant consideration. Initially, although
Foster accurately describes the overall process of mediation contemporary graffiti
became subjected to and does so for the purpose of apparently lamenting that
transformation, he nonetheless maintains the counterculture’s subordinate status.
By defining contemporary graffiti as that which was subjected to being abstracted,
of becoming manufactured into a universal and thus translatable signifier, by the
mainstream, Foster presents the latter in a position to exert an authority over the
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former, transfiguring it to its needs and subsequent control. Regardless of how he
comprehends the inventible commodification of the counterculture, he still
subjects it to that commodification by his logic (which implies that totalistic
conclusion he ultimately reaches). Second, regarding content, Foster defines it as
something ontologically capable of being translated. It exists as a signified to be
authored as a signifier, and thus from its manifestation, content appears
predisposed to various codings, regardless of how divergent these
institutionalizations appear to be. Yet, he posits that contemporary graffiti is a
decoding, thus designating that modality as its content. This claim becomes even
further declared via his portrayal of the genre’s resistance to absorption through
its establishment and subsequent maintaining of an “emptiness” (Foster, Between
Modernism and the Media 51) of meaning. Leaving the accuracy of this claim
(which could be contested) aside however, in such a postulation Foster neglects to
consider the more salient issue regarding if and how decoding permits for its own
absorption and ensuing translation as well questioning the integrity of the gesture
itself. Would that which decoded, occurring through a deconstructive act, also
subject itself to its own decoding? If a being’s ontology is to undo what has been
done, then by adhering to that very constitution, must it not also undo itself?
If such an inquiry is proven affirmatively, then that would indicate
contemporary graffiti’s decoding decoded itself, that it did not exclusively engage
the plethora of dominate signs institutionalized throughout the various urban and
social centers from where it emerged, but that it likewise engaged itself,
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subverting its subversions in service of a perpetuation of its authentic being. In the
contemporary, any anthology of the genre can be demonstrated to reveal such a
phenomena, discernable in the prevalent heterogeneity that governs the aesthetic
wherein it continually seeks to differentiate itself from itself. As will be
explicated in the succeeding chapters of this discussion, some of these very
bifurcations in fact authorized that very commodification of the genre that Foster
deplores. Pertaining to these anthologies themselves, they employ a variety of
organizational methodologies and theories encompassing art historical, socioanthropological, psychological, post-structural, and even formalist analyses, all of
which subsequently contribute to contemporary graffiti’s continued
diversification. However, for all of their assessments, they disregard that founding
utterance first spoken by Kilroy first articulated by Kilroy, that of having-beenthere, that of absent-presence, of absence-made/making-presence. In their
expansive identifications of what has transpired since the early 1960s,
documenting the shifts of various methods and ideologies operating throughout
the counterculture, these narratives concentrate their efforts on what occurred but
fail to speculate on why.
This discussion responds to that lack.
Witnessing analogous mechanics operative in both contemporary graffiti
and Kilroy: the indexical markings of an absent-presence that are read
retroactively by a viewer who does not necessarily possess prior knowledge of the
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mark’s intention, and therefore witnesses it as translatable from context to context
due to his or her ignorance, coupled with the marking’s perpetual decoding of its
surrounding context as well as itself, the genre manifests as being far more
dynamic and complex than a complicated and convoluted relationship between a
signified and a signifier. This discussion defines a significant portion of that
complexity as demonstrative of and resulting from a relational situation and
subsequent community. A term evocative of numerous and disparate definitions
and insinuations, employed here, community is defined on the basis of the
philosophical explanations and implications realized by Jean-Luc Nancy. Thusly,
it designates a collective of singularities being-in-common. While the full extent
of such terminology will be considered in the following chapters, the pertinent
issue here is the intention and methodology this discussion uses in service of
recontextualizing contemporary graffiti outside of its outmoded semiotic role and
into a position that allows for the inclusivity of the other, situating it as a
counterculture by way of those very counter-actions.
In order to accomplish this, it becomes necessary to first redefine
contemporary graffiti’s ontology as something other than just an illegal painting
of a public surface. Therefore, different practices will be shown to contain these
attributes of Kilroy’s utterance and Nancy’s community so as to diversify and
bolster the counterculture. Practices such as photography and performance will be
critical to this agenda. Subsequently, the remaining chapters of this discussion
promise to disclose instances of this in a variety of modalities already existent
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within the methodologies and ideologies of contemporary graffiti, as well as in
approaches that are although not traditionally incorporated within the
counterculture in fact prove to exist as such.
Chapter 1, “I was here, where you are now,” redefines contemporary
graffiti, familiarizing the reader with the larger themes and concepts utilized
throughout this discussion. Further, it introduces and defines the author’s key
concept of anti-establishing as inspired from the broader philosophical inquiries
of Jean-Luc Nancy and his work on community and the subsequent exposition of
finitude along with Judith Butler and her evaluation of performativity while also
considering the discourses of theorists such as Martin Heidegger, Walter
Benjamin, Rosalind Krauss, and Jacques Derrida among various other authors
invested in the contemporary graffiti culture. Although motivated by these
discourses, anti-establishing and its ensuing contra-community are originated by
this discussion and are its unique contribution to the larger genre of contemporary
graffiti as a whole. Chapter 2, “Citations,” examines the counterculture’s
pervading desire to achieve fame and its subsequent tentative relationship with
mainstream commodification. Following a historical and cultural trajectory, this
chapter traces various graffiti writers and their works, demonstrating how the
genre continually self-perpetuates its own self-negation. This is accomplished
using Derrida’s analysis of signatures, coupled with several anthologies of the
genre. Chapter 3, “The Non-indexical Graffiti Photograph,” reflects on the role of
photography as both a means of documenting graffiti works, as well as producing
33

them. Initially, it examines the aesthetic production of two early and important
photojournalists who turned their cameras to the graffiti scene of the late 1970s
and early 1980s, before transferring its study to a contemporary graffiti writer
who has recently manufactured a series reliant solely on photographic practices.
Here, this discussion introduces both Susan Sontag and her evaluations on the
capacity of photography, as well as Maurice Blanchot’s and Rosalind Krauss’s
considerations of finitude, death, and its recordings and revisits Martin
Heidegger’s concept of Da-sein. Chapter 4, “Excavations and Myths,” pursues the
metaphysical concerns of absence and origins, excavations and supplementations
and how they pervade several critical areas of the genre. It also contains a short
interview the author of this discussion conducted with a practicing yarn bomber.
Again, Nancy’s philosophy prove salient, in particular his ideas on origin myths,
as well as Blanchot’s thoughts on interruptions and communication. Further,
Derrida’s parergon is employed to evaluate the additive capacity of the graffiti
works. Chapter 5, “Performing Finitude,” focuses on the underlying nature of
performance and suggests alternative methods for achieving similar outcomes to
those of traditional graffiti writers. In particular, it examines the late
Ramm:ell:zee’s manufactured characters as a bodily extension of this
aforementioned idea of absence as presence. Here, Nancy’s extended philosophy
of community, as well as Krauss’s consideration of linguistic shifters, leads this
discussion to return to Butler’s performativity so as to expand upon the inherent
agency of the graffiti writer and the creative ways in which that agency is utilized.
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Finally, Chapter 6, “We are all Graffiti Writers,” reflects on how the viewer can
become a necessary participant in the work, thus drawing him or her beyond the
passive threshold of observance so as to also demonstrate the very un-passiveness
of that position. Nancy’s ideas of otherness as well as singular plural come to use
here, opening a revisiting of Certeau’s observations on the urban environment.
Throughout all chapters, the pervading and motivating concern is to bolster the
claim that the genre is an anti-establishing by way of self-perpetuating its own
self-negations, thus producing and exhibiting its own finitude while rejecting any
singular and totalizing identity. By continually reinvestigating this claim, the
genre of contemporary graffiti becomes realized as what this discussion defines as
an instance of anti-establishing and a contra-community, as well as a valid
approach to opening new and significant social practices.
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Chapter 1: I was here where you are now
-Nobody really knows him, it’s like his pieces are there, but who’s doing ‘em, we
don’t know. Lady Pink (Ahearn)

Part 1: A Promise of Absence

Fig. 2. Above. By The Time You Read This I’ll Already Be Gone. C. 2007.
Guatemala City, Guatemala. Urban Art Association. Banskyforum.probards.
Web. 6 September 2013. http://banksyforum.proboards.com/thread/83875/cityseries-guatemala?page=1&scrollTo=797456
Commonplace within urban centers and familiar throughout the manifold
of societies and cultures comprising the contemporary, graffiti’s mark proves both
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extensive and translatable. Albeit, the latter trait allows for the former by
providing the mark mobility conducive to transverse borders, physical and
otherwise, it also opens the mark up to a range of actualizations. As of late, these
potentials contribute to both the diversity of technique and imagery contemporary
graffiti practices yield, as well as the critical reviews written offering explanations
about, or at a minimum, showcasing these efforts and results. One needs to only
visualize a wall marked extensively by contemporary graffiti to understand this
phenomenon (see fig. 3). Letter-based wildstyle tags and pieces abstracted into
esoteric patterns and kaleidoscopic colors juxtaposed against stylized cartoon
imagery (both appropriated from mainstream culture and the writers’ original
designs) acting out fanciful narratives contrasted against imagery and messages
explicitly focusing on making social and political commentaries. Further, this
diversity iterates itself globally through the manifestations of regional styles such
as pichação found in Brazil or the extensive use of stenciled imagery associated
with the European street art scene. And, if the variety of the images was not
enough, they are executed in an assortment of techniques and materials including
aerosol paint, stencils, wheat pasting, and even mosaic constructing a polygraphic and poly-semantic textile provoking both praise and condemnation.
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Fig. 3. Multiple graffiti writers. Murals at Castle Hill. 2012. Aerosol and latex
paint, paper and wheat paste. Castle Hill, Austin Texas.
Such diversity often compels an explanation of graffiti as metaphoric of its
common environment: the city. As a heterogeneous collection encompassing
towering high-rises, cardboard box chanteys, back alley bars, high end boutiques,
24 hour diners, courthouses, the newest infusion-style restaurants, magazine
stands, museums, subway stations, neighborhood grocery stores, parks, retail
outlets, laundry mats, police stations, airports, garages, hotels, railways, opera
houses, and dirty bus stops that private cars drive by, the city is a “texturology in
which extremes coincide” (Certeau 91). And similar to how a wall marked
extensively by graffiti draws disparate designs into adjacency with each other, the
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urban landscape seems to ensure the same encounter for the people and cultures
moving though it. Subsequently “for cultural historians and art theorists, the most
compelling facet of graffiti and post-graffiti practices should reside in this very
reality: these movements operate as dynamic reflections of and additions to
peoples’ experiences of city life and visual culture” (Wacławek 192). Further, the
ostensive accuracy of this cognation often inspires progressing the argument that
such public surfaces are the primary destination for graffiti works because the
latter, “together with their material support and surrounding landscape compose a
specific context” (Wacławek 139).
In order to understand street art in situ, one must consider all the
various elements that make up the work: not just the medium,
surface, subject and setting, but also how the piece interacts with
its environment (the media, architectural forms and signage that
envelop it, for example as well as local history or contemporary
issues). (Wacławek 139)
While it is accurate that an urban landscape manifests a diversity of
sensorial stimuli, ultimately suggested latent within this correspondence between
it and a wall marked with graffiti is the intimation of an interconnected
polyphony.6 This can be observed by expanding the aforementioned perceived
similarity to incorporate their designers and operators. Used to describe the person
painting the wall, building the skyscraper, or washing his or her clothes at the
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laundry mat, these terms highlight a capacity for action; and subsequently,
establish the relationships between the actor and these objects or places as
interrelated and interdependent. For the construction worker erecting the steel
frame of the skyscraper through his or her action, he or she designates the frame
and its identity just as the latter designates the former by way of requiring its
construction. Further, once the skyscraper is completed, its identity changes in
accordance to its purpose, as will the construction worker’s as he or she ceases
from building. The same general program can be followed regarding the person
washing his or her clothes or selling magazines on the street corner. In such ways,
the identities of persons, places, and things prove to be founded on moments of
interaction between them.7
Yet these moments of identity-creating interaction must be enacted from
their participants. The construction worker must begin construction, and the steel
I-beams must solicit the concepts of modern labor and building. Thus, intrinsic to
both is a will to be, a desire to appear in the divergent networks of exchange with
the intention to construct an identity. Consequently, one method for considering
identities understands them as resulting from these enacted wills. As for the
buildings and folded clothes, they function simultaneously as nexus points for
these wills to interact, thus generating identities, as well as being the remains of
their occurred enactment. When illustrating a piece of contemporary graffiti, this
methodology posits it as being no different than a skyscraper in that both are
made by someone as demonstrations of his or her will to construct an identity
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through broader systems of interactions. Therefore the mark, realized as the
artifact of an action performed by the graffiti writer, becomes not only a signifier
of his or her presence, but also a signifier of his or her willingness to demonstrate
that presence by “infusing the faceless grid with your [his or her] own identity”
(Chalfant 7).
Popular critical assessments of graffiti often divide the aesthetic into a
variety of categories predicated on the design, technique, and intention of the
works. Tags, throwies (thow-ups), pieces, urban painting, stencils, logos, and
characters constitute some of the more predominant labels used in the
contemporary.8 And while such categorizations possess several accuracies, they
can be forgone via an assessment by the criteria outlined above. Regardless of
whether the work is an esoterically grafted name on the side of a mailbox or an
expansive mural covering the side of building, both are the marks of (and mark)
the labor of a graffiti writer: an identity that designates as well as is designated by
its actions.9 The graffiti writer goes up to the wall and makes a mark. The wall,
similar to the unconstructed I-beams, solicits this incursion through suggesting the
enacted wills of politicians, urban planners, and the affiliates of the hegemonic
culture that graffiti practices work against. Indicating the presence of the writer,
the mark initially assigns his or her identity through the juxtaposition of itself
against the wall, relying on its design and context that have come to be
understood as characteristics denoting the graffiti genre. Further, owing to these
elements and the mark’s usual adjacent proximity to other graffiti works, it
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designates its author’s status within the broader graffiti culture. Terms such as
‘King’ or ‘Toy’ are common within the dialect of the genre, used to indicate the
rank of a writer warranted by his or her skill as demonstrated by his or her works.
A similar assigning occurs for the example of the construction worker when
considering identities such as foreman or laborer. Thus the mark, through its
interactions with other graffiti as well as the urban environment, is both the result
as well as the definition of the writer.
Yet, perhaps due to a graffiti writer’s predisposal for personal risk owed to
the demands of his or her work, this will also incites a romanticizing of the writer
notably pervasive throughout mainstream society’s reviews and exhibitions of the
culture. As explained in Jon Reiss’s documentary Bomb It:
Most artists don’t risk their life dangling from an eight-inch ledge,
ya know, six stories up above the freeway with semis going
underneath their feet just to do their paintings. Most artists don’t sit
there doing a painting and get shot in the fucking back of the head
for it. (Reiss)
While a lucid claim such as this demonstrates the dangers inherent to graffiti
practices, it also possesses the efficacy to fabricate the image of the writer as a
selfless martyr willing to “get shot” in order to “do their paintings” (Reiss).
Adding to this persona is the iconic 1983 film Wild Style. Set in New York in the
early 1980s, the film largely focuses on the professional and personal successes
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and failures of a fictional writer named Zoro. Between venturing into railway
yards late at night dressed in all black in order to paint, making the occasional
flight from police capture, schmoozing with the flaky elite of New York and
watching his ex-girlfriend schmooze with other graffiti writers, and all the while
attempting to reconcile his personal struggle with the intent and style of his work,
Zoro exemplifies popular cultures’ stereotypical idea of ‘the starving and
struggling artist.’ This characterization becomes further bolstered owing to the
fact that Ahern cast actual graffiti writers in the leading roles. Zoro is Lee, a
highly regarded subway writer credited with making graffiti more approachable
for the general public, and Rose, his ex-girlfriend, is Lady Pink, recognized for
being one of the first female writers to achieve mainstream recognition. At the
time of the film’s release, both were active writers working throughout the five
boroughs of New York. In this regard, the film comes across as a parabiographical exposé, encouraged by the appearances of people such as
Grandmaster Flash as himself, and its use of Brooklyn as the location for principle
filming.
While the significance and role of documentations such as this warrant
their own consideration, they also suggest their function as yet another nexus
point akin to the city environment being generated by the wills of the participants,
and assigning identities to the latter through their enactments facilitating
interactions.10 As for the city, this faceless grid becomes imprinted with faces
through the residues of these beings, and serves as a point of display and
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interchange between them. This suggests that the urban landscapes not only draw
diverse stimuli into conjunction with each other but also a variety of persons
affording them locations and means of exchange. In Building Dwelling Thinking,
Heidegger’s explanation of the bridge demonstrates the same scenario as it
“gathers to itself in its own way earth and sky, divinities and mortals” (Heidegger
355). Centering the essay on the concept of dwelling and its pertinence to his
larger metaphysical concept of Da-sein, Heidegger begins with positing the
questions: in what ways do building and dwelling interconnect, and does dwelling
allow for building? In order to answer these questions, he returns to the forgotten
linguistic root of the term build, revealing it to mean ‘being.’ Further, he contends
that the ways in which beings dwell is the way in which they are/exist in the
world; and therefore, constitutes an extension of their being. Thus, building
designates more than mere problems of construction but relates to dwelling as the
latter simultaneously makes apparent and constitutes the former. Turning to
dwelling, Heidegger introduces the fourfold (Earth, Sky, Mortals and Divinities),
illustrating that dwelling is the practice of being in a proper relationship with
these entities. It is here that Heidegger turns to the example of the bridge in order
to concretize these metaphysical concepts. Working through interconnecting
definitions of site, local, and space; he argues that the bridge allows for a sense of
place in which dwelling occurs owing to its enabling of mankind’s passage
throughout the world as well as allowing the world to be in its own way: “The
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bridge lets the stream run its course and at the same time grants mortals their way,
so that they may come and go from shore to shore” (Heidegger 354).
Yet, how is this gathering measured? How can the drawing of diverse
stimuli be observed? How can one consider all of the various elements that make
up the work? Underlying these abilities put forward by Wacławek and Heidegger
is the assuming and privileging of an all-encompassing vantage point. For
Heidegger, this materializes in his consideration of the bridge as a point of
interconnection between the four fold (das Geviert). Prior to delimiting it as a
gatherer of these entities, he presents several highly descriptive passages of the
bridge, its surroundings, and the inherent connections and agencies of both.11 Not
to diminish the poetic qualities or accuracies of these paragraphs, or their
thorough assessments of the functional context of the bridge, the surrounding
landscape, and the people moving throughout and across them, they do, however,
rely on an omniscient third person mode of narration. Moving between the stream,
the meadow, the bridge-piers, the sky, the lumber cart, the precincts of the castle,
and the metaphoric “last bridge” that will “bring themselves [mortals] before the
haleness of the divinities,” the reader narratively transgresses a singular fixed
vantage point characteristic of tactile existence; that is, one cannot actually see all
of these things at once (Heidegger 355). This latitude aesthetically coveys the
privileged vantage point by encompassing several overlapping areas, and
imparting different points-of-view to the reader simultaneously. Ultimately,
Heidegger descriptively enacts a moment of dwelling wherein “we always go
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through spaces in such a way that we already sustain them by staying constantly
with near and remote locales and things” (Heidegger 359).
When recontextualized into the genre of contemporary graffiti, this
vantage point appears in the requirements Wacławek demands for assessing a
piece of contemporary graffiti. In her explicit prescription that one must consider
the entire context of the work comprised of the “media,” “architectural forms,”
“signage that envelops it,” and “local history or contemporary issues” in order to
“understand” it, she asks the viewer’s participation in strategies akin to the ones
employed by Heidegger through the gathering of disparate items into relations
with each other (Wacławek 139). And, similar to Heidegger’s methodology, the
all-encompassing vantage point is presumably taken in order that these different
entities may be witnessed and subsequently drawn together. For Wacławek, the
apparent intention underlying such a similar methodology appears to be the
leveraging of the study of contemporary graffiti practices and cultures to a level
previously held exclusive by the more institutionalized forms of art and manners
of socio-cultural analysis. In the opening of her text, she explains that while there
exists several accounts dedicated to delimiting the contemporary graffiti
phenomena:
What is often missing is a exploration of the function, meaning and
impact of illegal, ephemeral art within the contexts of cityscapes,
art worlds and urban visual cultures…this book examines the
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contribution of graffiti and street art to experience of urbanity and
the role of both art forms in the history of art. (Wacławek 10)
Thus, the implicit result of her critique arrives at a similar conclusion as
Heidegger’s by expanding the urban dweller’s experience of the city through its
elucidation of this subculture. For one not understanding contemporary graffiti,
her discussion unfolds its practices in ways allocating for a return to a wall
marked with tags and pieces with a more thorough and founded consideration
than previously held. Subsequently, the wall, as a nexus point of demonstrated
wills, comes to be assessed differently by this viewer who comprehends the
esoteric graffiti markings, and in this new way, extends its reach to encompass
him or her by affording a place to demonstrate his or her will via the encounter.
However, these perceived similarities between a wall marked with graffiti
and the city seem to be a bit of wishful thinking warranting a more careful
extensive consideration than just what these surfaces suggest insofar as they
assume an experience of interconnectedness often absent from most urban
centers. In the introduction to the second edition of Non-Places, An Introduction
to Supermodernity, Marc Augé elucidates this misconception through his analysis
of urbanization.12 Positioning the reader at a vantage point of “the inner city”
(Augé XIII), he demonstrates how, through their performances, these identityproducing wills induce isolation and disconnection. The private gated community
situated within the urban environment stands as an indisputable confirmation of
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this will’s enacting, and the resulting demarcation. Constructed and reserved for
those persons who fit into a pre-established set of financial parameters, it appears
resulting from those persons’ wills, and, in this way, is the object that both
produce and confirm their inhabitants’ beings. One comes to be known in part due
to where he or she dwells just as that dwelling comes to be known as a dwelling
due to its inhabitants. And, it is in the dwelling of both the inhabitants and the
structure that they demonstrate their independent underlying wills. Therefore, the
gated community manifests as a nexus point for the interconnections of these
wills, allowing for their construction of an identity as well as the remainder of
these interactions.
While this may suggest a methodological study restricted to upper class
society members and their exclusive neighborhoods, owing to their predisposal
for elitism; it actually resonates throughout all societal classes and structures
having existed in modern history. In The Arcades Project, Walter Benjamin
underscores such locations and practices through his descriptions of Paris. One
notable example of this occurs in a lengthy paragraph found in the “First
Sketches” section of the extensive volume. Suggesting that a walk through Paris
originate at one of the city’s railroad stations, he recommends the Gare SaintLazare owing the fact that:
There you have half of France and half of Europe around you;
names like Le Havre, Provence, Rome, Amsterdam,
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Constantinople, are spread through the street like sweet filling a
torte. It is the so-called Quartier Europe, in which the greatest
cities of Europe have all commissioned a street as emblem of their
prestige. A rather precise and rigorous etiquette prevails in this
diplomatic corps of European streets. Each one is clearly set off
against the others, and if they have some business to transact with
one another—at the corners—they come together very courteously,
without the slightest ostentation. (Benjamin, The Arcades Project
831)
By elucidating the context of the walker, Benjamin exposes this endemic
tendency of a self-imposed segregation as the preferred mode of urban dwelling
on the national level. Those streets, not only symbolizing the prestige of their
commissioning cities but also their very presence in Paris, are “clearly set off
against the others” announcing their individualism and follow “a rather precise
and rigorous etiquette” in their meetings (Benjamin, The Arcades Project 831).
This is not the description of the attuned harmonious interconnected structures of
the bridge or the farmhouse in the Black Forest that Heidegger fabricates, unless
that kinship they induce is the enacting of segregation. Instead, Benjamin’s
account of these structures echoes Augé’s, indicating “[w]alls, partitions, barriers”
and their “management of space” (Augé XIII).
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Further in the passage, Benjamin shifts the assessment onto the city’s
inhabitants encountered during this walk, again revealing a latent inclination for
isolation. After “sitting down to an apéritif on the Place Sainte-Julie” (Benjamin,
The Arcades Project 832), and joining the other patrons:
We may be sure: we will be the only foreigners and will have,
perhaps, not even one Parisian near us. And should a neighbor
present himself, he will most likely give the impression of being a
provincial who has stopped in here at the end of the day to have a
beer. Now, here we have a little secret password of freemasonry by
which fanatical Paris-aficionados, French as well as foreign,
recognize one another. This word is “province.” With a shrug of
the shoulders, the true Parisian, though he may never travel out of
the city for years at a stretch, refuses to live in <Paris>. He lives in
the treizième or the deuxième or the dixhuitième; not in Paris but in
his arrondissement—in the third, seventh, or twentieth. (Benjamin,
The Arcades Project 832)
Such a refusal “to live in <Paris>” does not restrict his or her physical movement
throughout the city, albeit such curbing can and does occur, but instead, suggests
a strategy of restrictive mental existence disposed toward the “true Parisian”
delimiting his or her identity to a signification authorized by his or her
arrondissement (Benjamin, The Arcades Project 832). Again, here is this
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intimated want of isolation. These Parisians are province dwellers, disregarding
the city in total with “a shrug of their shoulders”(Benjamin, The Arcades Project
832) for the care of the local. And, from an understanding such as this, both the
city and its inhabitants appear far more inclined to the practices of
territorialization than what the dominate aesthetic for depicting them implies.
By contrast, the dominant aesthetic is that of the cinematic long
shot, which tends to make us forget the effects of this rupture.
Photos taken from observation satellites, aerial shots, habituate us
to a global view of things. High office blocks and residential
towers educate the gaze, as do movies and, even more
significantly, television. The smooth flow of cars on a highway,
aircraft taking off from airport runways, lone sailors
circumnavigating the globe in small boats witnessed only by the
television audience, create an image of the world as we would like
it to be. But that mirage disintegrates if we look at it too closely.
(Augé XIII)
Yet none of this is to denounce or favor either critical methodology
attempting to reconcile urban existence. Through their separate approaches, both
offer unique perspectives revealing several accuracies inherent to the modalities
they investigate and stand as uncontested paradigms of humankind’s desire to
make “manifest the existence of order” (Foucault, The Order of Things xxiii).
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This citation of Foucault’s The Order of Things demonstrates how their ideology
and critical methodology is akin to Foucault’s. Uncovered here are two distinct
epistemes of the urban environment: one of interconnection and one of isolation.
However, they are not founded of different time periods but different modes of
thought. Extending this approach to contemporary graffiti thus requires a
consideration of both the graffiti works and how they are understood. Working
from such a perspective this discussion attempts to uncover different genealogies
not yet realized in the genre of contemporary graffiti studies.
As for this interconnectedness suggested by an aesthetic of the cinematic
long shot within contemporary graffiti, there is no denying its visualization on a
wall. However, it often lacks the harmonious coexistence critics in favor of the
genre imply. While “[g]raffiti culture is made up of an eclectic population that
traverses racial, ethnic, and class lines,” there are still “disputes between writers
that arise from intense completion” (Snyder 60). Called ‘beef,’ these disputes
typically manifest in one writer crossing out or painting over the work of another.
Transgressions such as these constitute an essential part of the culture not only by
confirming a writer’s underlying desire for fame, but also by contributing to and
reinforcing a writer’s status.13 In Graffiti Lives, Beyond the Tag in New York’s
Urban Underground, Gregory Snyder illustrates such a scenario when he
constructs a hypothetical narrative about the tagging of a door on 1st Avenue in
the East Village. Based on the size, overall positioning, and how the tags
interconnect with each other, he speculates on the different writers’ statuses.
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We can now tell numerous stories just by looking at this wall.
TWIST’s tag is big, taking up a large section of the door and
leaving only a small amount of space for other writers to get up.
DRANE put his name in the awkward space that TWIST had left
open. DRANE was careful not to “go over” TWIST’s tag, showing
his respect for TWIST as well as announcing his own skills for
accepting TWIST’s indirect challenge of putting his tag in a
difficult spot. It takes skill to make your mark in this way, and
therefore we can assume that DRANE is a pretty good writer. How
do we assess what UFO is trying to say? Is this to be construed as a
major challenge to these writers’ notions of style, or is it just a toy
on a wall? (Snyder 71)
Akin to, if not a direct example of, Western society’s assignment of importance
reflected through scale, Twist’s tag, by occupying a large area of the door,
signifies its writer’s status as a king within the subculture. This position is
bolstered by Drane’s tag’s visual sidestep around Twist’s, and the former not
writing over the latter. By not making such a transgression and soliciting beef,
Drane demonstrates a respect for Twist, and simultaneously denotes his lesser
rank within the subculture.
However, all of this hierarchical positioning transpires at a distance,
“[t]hese dramas are for the most part not actual; they occur in virtual time and
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space. It is likely that you will never meet the person you have beef with face to
face” (Snyder 61). Therefore, often writers do not personally know who they have
beef with or even if they are involved with any at all. This illustrates an
underlying tactic of self-prescribed isolation present within the culture that is also
necessitated by the illegality of the act. Potentially facing high monetary fines and
jail time, writers rely on anonymity. That is to say, “[w]riters frequently refer to
and recognize each other solely by their nicknames [tags], often not knowing each
other’s real names” (Wacławek 13). Thus, not only does one writer often follow
another, marking the same surface at a later time; he or she frequently does not
even know who the previous writer is.
Further, this methodological isolation denotes itself interwoven throughout
the critical discourses surrounding the genre. This initially appears in the
institutionalization of graffiti that demarcates it to the urban environment. A
position central to Wacławek’s argument, this ideology pervades a large portion
of both analytical and expository texts published since the early 1980s purporting
the intention of a legitimization. But in this proscription, are not such contextual
requirements actually harmful to contemporary graffiti? Do they not greatly limit
the potential range of actualizations the works can assume and subsequently
subvert the latter’s inherent translatability? And, do they subject the works to
processes of cultural coding that in turn initiates further hindrances?
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The provenance of these questions becomes discernable when considering
the fallout against contemporary graffiti’s attempted transitions from subway
trains to commercial exhibitions. After several galleries’ fledgling attempts during
the early 1980s to accomplish the establishing of gallery graffiti, Hal Foster
reveals an overarching resistant position to this with the question “[i]s there no
‘primitive’ form that is not mediated, no raw that is not cooked?” (Foster,
Between Modernism and the Media 48) 14 Through his astute summarization of
mainstream media’s capacity for absorption and commodification and the rather
insurmountable task of contemporary graffiti’s resistance to this, his text reads as
a lament, implying graffiti’s authenticity lies in its desire for and enacting of
transgression. The problem arises through the gallery’s mediation that exploits the
work for capital gain and subsequently perverts such rebellious intentions: “[l]ike
the cartoons and comics in much East Village art, graffiti art is concerned less to
contest the lines between museum and margin, high and low, than to find a place
within them” (Foster, Between Modernism and the Media 52). While this
denouncement of commodification forgets its place within that very process; a
latent problem of most criticism dedicated to contemporary graffiti, it manages to
bolster the separation between the private gallery and the public wall. By arguing
that the gallery context cheapens the work, the clear implication is that it should
stay outside.
Yet, this idea of the “outside” problematizes graffiti practices, subjecting
them to a methodology rooted in the Westernized dichotomy of the I/Other.15
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Already demonstrated in Foster’s question, the graffiti artist finds himself or
herself catalogued as a “primitive.” While his use of such terminology works to
expose how a categorical practice by the hegemonic society operates, it also
exemplifies a popular assessment of contemporary graffiti during that time. This
is also discernable in Norman Mailer’s iconic The Faith of Graffiti, which
introduces the readers of Esquire Magazine to the culture with phrases such as
“tropical peoples” (Mailer 88), and Suzi Gablik’s Report from New York, The
Graffiti Question published in Art in America, that visually compared a work by
Keith Haring to an Eskimo carving of a tupilak, and subsequently, there is no
avoiding the issue that the graffiti culture has been posited as a subculture by way
of being equated with non-Westernized cultures.
Furthermore, by insisting on a fidelity to the urban context, this dichotomy
becomes subjected to, reliant on, and illustrative of the systems of governance
operating throughout a city such as legal versus illegal and public versus private.
Exemplified by the pervasive concern of ownership, the graffiti “other” becomes
the subordinated illegal vagrant, and the mainstream “I” becomes the hegemonic
legal owner. A city needs inhabitants. Beyond the physical structures that
comprise it, a city is a collection of interdependent social practices encompassing
codes, laws, and etiquettes that manifest themselves only by the hands of those
persons within its boundaries. As such, this reliance becomes interdependent in
that the city dweller requires the city in order to enact these social practices.
Further, locatable throughout the different epochs of history, there have been a
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manifold of models presenting how this system should operate, each one often an
explicit reflection of a given society’s, or person’s, ideals.16 In the contemporary
moment, it appears that modern society’s ideal centers around the individual.
While this finds provenance in certain trends interwoven within Modernism, it has
recently materialized in a ubiquitous fashion owning to the rise of technology.
Underlying the virtual apparatuses of Facebook© pages and Twitter© accounts is
a fervent urge to establish a unique “I” against a culturally imposed worry of
mediocrity as they delimit “an emotional and cultural space…for the wonder that
accompanies the individual within the universal” (Seno 51). Yet, as Agamben
assessed in What is an Apparatus, such moments of subjectification enact a
desubjectification that captures the subject, ultimately controlling him or her. On
the city streets, this urge continues in the tradition of presenting itself by way of
economic materialism, founding the individuality of a person on what he or she
owns. And, within the mechanics of modern economics, one’s signature can
denote such possession.
When confronted with contemporary graffiti, in particular tags,
mainstream society’s conventions envelope these esoteric markings as yet another
iteration of this drive to individualism. And, given the thoroughly documented
intention behind most graffiti writers’ actions, this positing is correct.17 However,
a misinterpretation develops as these stylized names are credited with baring
economic intentions similar to a signature on a credit card receipt or the deed to a
house.
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They [graffiti writers] proclaimed, ‘We are here. We will not be
ignored!’, ushering in a period of innocent creation and
achievement that brightened the decaying city, turning deferredmaintenance wrecks into brilliant canvases that put a new name of
the concept of public ownership. (Chalfant 7)
Keeping the problematic ideology of “public ownership” aside for the moment,
this rather subtle equating became the regular methodology for explaining what
was occurring throughout urban centers in the late 1970s. Why? Because it
familiarized a rather unfamiliar aesthetic, explaining it by that very system in
which it appeared. Thus, while a graffiti work’s modality is indexical, being the
residue left by the imprint of the writer, its connotation becomes symbolic.
Following “ ‘a rule’ or ‘a habitual connection’…‘[t]he symbol is connected with
its object by virtue of the idea of the symbol-using mind, without with no such
connection would exist’ ” (Chandler 39).
While often the intention of this approach was supportive, as seen in the
case of Chalfant who worked extensively to document and promote contemporary
graffiti, it also subjects the genre to a variety of detrimental coding exemplifying
mainstream culture’s “need to master a vagabond” (Foucault, The Confession of
The Flesh 204). The exercising of this need develops in a process of striation as
mainstream’s tendency to translate such objects as fetishized labor production
subsequently situates graffiti culture into a capitalist ideology.18 Further,
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understood not only as a mark signifying an individual, but also a declaration of
attempted legal possession, the graffiti work and its author can be subjected to the
pre-existent penal code that operates “at the level of the individuality of the
individual” (Foucault, The Confession of The Flesh 205). But, is the tag a
signature authorizing ownership, public or otherwise? No. Why? Because the
procedures of ownership, functioning in their capacity for subjectification, require
both the moment of taking possession as well as the maintenance of that moment.
This latter obligation directly contradicts both the graffiti writer’s, and his or her
tag’s, ontology.
If in fact “[t]o name is to tame—to claim possession” (Spitz 268) and such
action “is also indelibly informed by the deeper history of mark-making that has
served our itinerant spirits as a way to conquer, tame, ritualize, familiarize, or
personalize space” (Seno 50), then it becomes required to ascertain how such
methods retain their authority over the course of time. In the subsequent
paragraph, Seno employs the example of a victorious soldier that “feel[s]
compelled to mark, memorialize, and monumentalize the occasion with a flag”
(Seno 50). But, as historically demonstrated, it is not sufficient to only plant a
flag. The soldier must also erect a base and leave a garrison behind in order to
remain a physical presence on, as well as maintain, the claimed ground. Thus, in
its own unique manner, the practice of ownership becomes structured by the
coming future, desiring to ensure its perpetual dominant presence along that
horizon. Perhaps the equating of contemporary graffiti to ownership owes its
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prevalence to this encountering of time. Yet, if the former abided by the same
doctrine as the latter, the tag, piece, or throwie would acquire a dominant
perpetuity resulting in walls exhibiting neatly ordered and preserved works.
Nothing appears farther from the truth.
In fact, there is nothing dominant or perpetual about contemporary graffiti
at all (see fig. 4).

Fig. 4. Sodablast.ie. Web. 25 October 2013. http://www.sodablast.ie/
Regularly painted over or buffed away, it appears as the denial of any such
perpetuity. And, yet while the genre warrants adjectives such as ephemeral,
transient, or fleeting, all of which indicate the limiting of a potential physical
encounter, owing to a certain fundamental characteristic of its mechanics, the
aesthetic maintains a presence through a tri-part self-denouncement. Here, this
discussion introduces the first of its claims: that contemporary graffiti is an active
self-negation that is not entirely realized nor understood by the graffiti culture.
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This occurs with the negations of the author, the work, and, due to mainstream
interests and the act of documentation, of the former negations via the
preservations that transpire.
First there is the work’s active negation of itself constituted by the
pursuant of certain principles of design. Compositionally, graffiti’s modus
operandi has always invested itself with concerns for heightened stylization. Due
to a writer’s desire for individuation, he or she is prone to dedicate extended time
and labor to inventing a highly personalized letter style that establishes his or her
persona and authority across the sites of its dissemination. Further, “[s]ince most
writers like to think of their styles as being original and unique, they also like to
invent names for them… [such as] “Saloon Letter”, …“Hot Dog Letter,”
“Earthquake Letter,”…“bubble letter,”…“3-D letter,”…and “wild style”
(Castlemen 25). While in their infancy during the late 1970s and early 1980s,
these inventions would contribute to the proliferation of graffiti in general. Over
time, such auto delineation produced a competitive spirit that motivated
generations of writers to “evolve their work from one color tags to kaleidoscopic
subway cars and then to ‘wildstyle’ pieces with highly ornamented and intricate
lettering” (Klausner) ultimately developing the vast tropes designated as modern
graffiti today. And, as a current generation sought to outdo the ones that came
previously, modern technologies such as design based and architectural drafting
software proved a valuable asset for expanding the aesthetics’ standards. However
as Klausner argues:
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The results are true and the writing has obviously pushed the
boundaries of how language can be visualized and communicated.
Yet there is something unreal about it. There comes a point in
which upsetting narrative content and violating a utilitarian need
causes these technically perfected and abstracted tags to become at
once meaningful and meaningless. The writing is iconographic and
each piece lives as a magnet for our attention, but they are
increasingly difficult to connect to personal experiences. Lacking
the raw energy and power or the history and shared experience that
comes with racking paint and cutting chain length fence, these
pieces float in a world of fiction. They are unreal and it’s easy to
doubt their authenticity. (Klausner)
While such an assessment is both provocative and antagonistic to ones in praise of
graffiti writers’ perpetual inventiveness, it discloses a potential tacit problem of
methodological redundancy within the culture’s manifested strategies for pursing
individualism. For Klausner, such an approach ultimately terminates the genre’s
effectiveness, “rendering graffiti writing impractical” (Klausner). Through the
continual deconstruction of letterforms, the works become overly abstracted and
eventually illegible (see fig. 5). Lacking any recognizable attributes as letters,
they cease to denote any referent and subsequently only call attention to
themselves. Such an overt self-referencing distances the pieces from their culture,
history, and writer, positing them into a register requiring assessment strategies
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akin to the ones incited by high Modernist abstractions. Regardless of whether or
not the deconstruction of letterforms enlisted for the aesthetic criteria of
developing “personal style” concludes in such ways, the very fact that Klausner
can assert such a position, combined with the genre’s ongoing actualization of
such abstractions, demonstrates this deeper underlying agenda of self-negation.19

Fig. 5. JOKER. Photo: www.jinscoe.com. Web. 22 April 2014
http://www.core77.com/reactor/04.07_klausner.asp
Second, contemporary graffiti’s continual usage of public surfaces and
spaces as sites for the dissemination of its works contribute to this underlying
self-eradication by subjecting these manifestations to detrimental judicial
decisions as well as natural elements. As previously demonstrated in this
discussion, the popular stance on graffiti argues a strong fidelity to the urban
environment as its typical context of emergence. The reason for such a position
seems to reside in the inherent temporality of both.
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The experience of urban painting as a transitory process is
inextricably tied to the work’s meaning as an element of a city’s
changing composition. For example, as paste-ups and posters age,
rot, curl, tear and disappear, they reflect the cycle of life and
generate a relationship between the audience and the work, the
work and its context, and the everyday life of a city. The
temporality of much street art thus visually translates the
experience of being part of a city’s fabric. (Wacławek 91)
Yet, this similarity warrants a more thorough consideration when understanding
that it is this very fabric itself that engenders such temporality for a piece of
graffiti. While often “the materials that artists use are not durable,” “the urban
environment, which subjects the work to weather, pollution and buffing”
(Wacławek 91) further impedes any extended duration especially when combined
with the genre’s illegality. Subsequently, contemporary graffiti’s methodology
demonstrates a reliance on the very thing that hinders its physicality ultimately
continuing this ontological self-negation.
Next, there is the manner in which contemporary graffiti negates its
writers. Extending from the aforementioned issues of individualism, a piece of
graffiti becomes a symbolic and an indexical marking of presence. While such a
coding owes itself to the larger context of an urban environment and the existing
social practices prevalent throughout modern society, it facilitates a metaphoric
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thinking of the disembodied tag signaling the disembodiment of the writer. Such a
perception enables critics like Rosalind Krauss to claim “that it was in fact the
body that was at stake” (Krauss 266). This assessment comes from her
incorporation of Jacques Derrida’s investigations into the condition he terms the
“arche-trace,” and the subsequent gesture of différance that accounts for the
perpetuated temporal disjunction inherent to the structuring of any meaning. For
Derrida, the provenance of any sensible plentitude is “ ‘the pure movement that
produces difference,’ ” and, subsequently, a sign “is thus preceded by
multiplicity, or at least by the formal condition of separation, of division, of
deferral, which underlie the sign as its very ground of possibility” (Krauss 260).20
Therefore, neither différance nor the arche-trace manifest themselves as tangible
examples, but instead, produce such objects through their existence; and for
Krauss, this situation demonstrates an inherent violent nature.
And this prior condition [the arche-trace], intervening like a knife
to cut into the indivisibility of presence—the presence of the
subject to himself—is understood to be a form of violence. For if
to make a mark is already to leave one’s mark, it is already to
allow the outside of an event to invade its inside; it cannot be
conceived without “the nonpresence of the other inscribed within
the sense of the present.” This marking, which “cannot be thought
outside of the horizon of intersubjective violence,” is thus “the
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constitution of a free subject in the violent moment of its own
effacement and its own bondage.” (Krauss 260)
For the contemporary graffiti writer, this invading outside is the future he or she
conditionally must be absent from during the moment of his or her mark’s reading
(see fig. 2). Thus, Krauss contends that graffiti’s language only appears in a past
tense, and for the writer, it “cuts his presence away from himself, dividing it from
within into a before and an after” (Krauss 260).
Manifesting in a variety of ways, this threat to a graffiti writer’s presence
exists throughout several customs and practices enacted by the culture. Founded
by a prodigious desire for fame, graffiti writers employ the strategy of “getting
up,” in order to engage a broad range of viewers.21 Also referred to as “bombing,”
this approach relies on a strategy employing multiplicity and quantity, wherein the
writer installs his or her work on as many public surfaces as possible. While
permeations such as these contribute to a writer’s accession, propelled by
achieving recognition of and respect by his or her peers, they also deconstruct his
or her singular presence by visually dispersing it. Extending the argument put
forward by Krauss, this discussion contributes the suggestion that such a presence
is further cut into by the multiple installments of the work throughout the urban
environment. Not only does the graffiti piece state: “I was here where you are
now,” but as a repeating declaration, it also claims: “I was here and also there,”
positioning the writer at two or more locations at the same time. This occurs
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owing to the fact that one tag alludes to the others not present, as well as
juxtaposes itself against the works of other graffiti writers and the remainder of
the city’s visual stimuli. Again, this situation shows to be proceeded by difference
and deferrals as these externals invade and divide from within.
Once a writer successfully “gets up,” managing to pervasively distribute
his or her works throughout the urban environment, he or she often becomes
subjected to simultaneous acclaims and condemnations. While the former
declarations are typically expressed by the graffiti culture, the latter ones almost
unanimously stem from mainstream society. And, as previously demonstrated,
such censures carry, or at very least imply, detrimental legal injunctions. For a
writer desiring to avoid monetary fines and possible jail time, it is a customary
practice to “name switch.”
Writers frequently use more than one name, switching between
them when they tire of one, when they develop a style that is suited
only to one of them, or when they write one so often that is has
become “hot” (the police are looking for the holder of the name).
Writers also frequently have long names that they use when
painting large pieces, and shorter, usually two-letter, named for use
in throw-ups. (Castlemen 75)
While such action possesses an obvious practicality, it also demonstrates the
intrinsic arbitrary nature of the symbolic mode of signs. As names do not
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resemble, nor are the physical result of what they denote, their capacity for
designation relies solely on convention. For mainstream society, this convention
entails the categorical logic of assigning one name to one thing. For the graffiti
writer, by disrupting this convention, he or she negates himself or herself by
refuting a singular identity and retaining anonymity afforded by name switching.
Such continual alteration of one’s identity requires an eradication of the one prior.
A further challenge to popular convention’s practice of singularized
naming that also compromises the delimited individuality of the writer appears in
the ideology to “keep the name alive” manifested in the practice of disseminating
crew names (Castlemen 111). Typically writers work in crews of three or more
when painting larger pieces and just as he or she practices the use of tag names;
so, too, do these groups. This circumstance affords the less experienced members
the beneficial opportunity to hone their design and writing skills by apprenticing
with veteran writers. However, over time the membership of these groups varies,
as some writers retire or depart to establish crews of their own, and new writers
are initiated. Yet, regardless of these alterations, the crew name remains
unchanged. Instead, acting comparably to a commercialized logo, it is continued,
serving to bolster the crew’s reputation and legacy by maintaining both an
extended physical and temporal presence on the urban landscape. As for the
writers however, their individualism becomes invaded by this collective name as
the latter proclaims: I was written by this writer and that writer. Being known as
an associate of a crew, the writer’s singularity is subverted to being a part of that
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crew, as he or she performs in an interchangeable role that over the course of time
will eventually be supplanted by another writer.
Through such practices as these, contemporary graffiti does engage in
contesting the hegemony of mainstream societies by defying the latters’ demand
for homogeneity and a presence that can be accounted for. For the critic involved
with this culture and these aforementioned transgressions, understanding its
incursions as examples of writing, in the most generally accepted sense of the
word, and consequently potentially subjecting them to the institutionalized
critique of rhetorical analysis, appears as a highly productive methodology
yielding several explanations that concretize the genre. For example, writing,
meant as a means of communication, operates a semantic field that as
demonstrated by the deconstructive mode of analysis, remains an inexhaustible
sequence of signification. Such continual subversion to the determining of
singular and originary meaning elucidates a certain ontological inclining toward
resisting conformance, or at very least a rejection of stasis. Better to comprehend
words only as other words, as signs deferring to and differing from further signs.22
For a work of contemporary graffiti analyzed correspondingly, such resistances
and perpetuations can be discerned materializing in the works themselves.
Esoteric, deconstructed, and highly abstract, typical pieces of letter based graffiti
actively refute legibility. As a prerequisite for any attempt at comprehension,
readability serves to familiarize graphic language allowing for its organization
into contextually bound, as well as continuously revised, symbols. Yet, this very
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attribute ultimately problematizes language’s intrinsic refusal of transcendent
meaning as it compels the physicality of the mark to outdistance the supplemental
context in which it is manifest. Consider for example how words such as
“dogma,” “entail,” or “levity” have altered meaning but not vehicle over time.23
Through disputing the epochal agreed upon structure and ordering of letters and
words, contemporary graffiti bypasses this potential misstep and visualizes the
inherent denial of absolute meaning that is characteristic to all language.
Then there is the subsequent question of authorship. Long realized as not a
privileged authoritative position held by a singular creator, the author operates as
a methodological tool for classification and subsequent circulation of discourses.24
Whether being used in the service for establishing similarities and/or differences
between separate works or for the justification of passing judgments pertaining to
qualities within individual works, this name initiates complex and discursive
sequences of signification. Letter based graffiti, often being itself a visualization
of the author’s name, demonstrates an actualization of such functionality through
not only its aesthetic but also the subversive position it maintains within society.
Considering the judgments the author’s name solicits from its culture such as
“king” or “toy,” these assignments come about owing the actual physical
manifestation of the name itself in the urban environment. Once present on the
wall or train car, the name takes on an inherent comparativeness wherein it opens
itself towards being used for its own justification or denouncement; thus, the
name becomes the tool for its own classification. Further, extending from such
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classifications the name also initiates the circulation of a variety of discourses
entailing questions regarding legality and counter-culture. Why is the writing of
graffiti illegal in some places and legal in others? How does this act develop its
subversive position while also gaining notice and acclaim from the mainstream?
However, the entirety of this graphic and semantic discipline, which
originates at the moment a writer marks a wall and is carried through to a critic’s
analytical investigation and subsequent recontextualizaton of that mark, proves to
be embedded with several seemingly contradictory practices which ultimately call
into question its institution. For example, the act of “getting up” in the pursuit of
fame counteracts the genre’s ontological methodology of self-negation. This
results owing to the endemic use of documentation performed by the graffiti
writers as well as their supporters and detractors. With the advent of cheaper
cameras during the 1980s, works of graffiti became subjected to recordings that
circulated the work (or at least its image) beyond its original physical
manifestation, thus widening its potential audience and maintaining its presence.
While the full extent of this convention comprises Chapter 3 of this discussion, it
necessitates a brief consideration here as it demonstrates an explicit reaction
against the works’ ephemerality. And, as long as the work remains present, so
does the author.
As for the author, his or her strategy of name switching, as well as
participating in the constitution of a crew’s identity, encumbers the larger
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discourse’s capacity to self-negating through directing explicit focus onto the
name. While the former enterprise demonstrates the inherent flexibility of
language, it also allows for a writer to keep active despite any existing resistance
insofar as it is an easily alterable association that designates this resistance. Often,
only known as his or her tag name, a writer needs only to replace it in order to
dissociate from any reputation, positive or negative, the name may bear. Thus, the
two maintain a critical distance from one another that ultimately protects the
writer and his or her creative agency. And, with this agency secured, the
production of work continues. Similarly, with a crew’s collective identity, the
focus is directed onto the sign and not the signers. As exchangeable participants,
writers again maintain a protective distance ensuring the simultaneous endurance
of the name despite his or her potential absence as well the assurance of his or her
creative agency.
Supposing the mark does solicit its destruction either from other writers or
mainstream society. What then? Do these incursions in fact design the mark’s
persistence? Take for example one of the most ubiquitous responses to graffiti:
anti-graffiti paint. Used to cover over works of graffiti, these monotonous gray
patches, mismatched attempts to match the color of concrete, in fact do more to
announce the presence of graffiti than conceal it. And, while for members of the
urban public, this particular signification of these swatches is self-evident; they
also signal the self-perpetuating generative confrontation between the graffiti
writer and the mainstream. Materialized as a retaliatory gesture against the
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already retaliatory mark of the graffiti writer, these gray squares owe their
presence to the writing that came before them. Further, once manifest, they are
often seen “as a challenge. And, many of the vandal artists see the gray squares as
fresh canvas” (Bergeson). Thus, the cycle continues.
Ultimately, the conclusions reached by these aforementioned practices
work to retain graffiti’s presence across any physical or philosophical field. This
occurs due to the discernable methodological procedure of establishing the
autonomy of the writing. Regardless of whether the point of investigation focuses
on stylistic attributes and/or qualities and quantities of the enacted disseminations
in the service of analyzing the inherent denial of the mark and its author or the
antithetical gestures against such workings so as to maintain the presence of both,
the discourse still focuses on the word and its specific modalities. As Norman
Mailer accurately realized, this objectification transpired not only from
mainstream culture’s analytical determinations but also from the graffiti culture as
well wherein the latter continually announced “[i]t is not MY NAME but THE
NAME” (Mailer 78) that demands recognition. Considering graffiti from such a
vantage, coupled with the work’s predicated absence, demonstrates its
exemplification of what Jacques Derrida describes as a written marks “iterability”
(Derrida 315).
My “written communication” must, if you will, remain legible
despite the absolute disappearance of every determined addressee
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in general for it to function as writing, that is, for it to be legible. It
must be repeatable—iterable—in the absolute absence of the
addressee or of the empirically determinable set of addressees.
This iterability…structures the mark of writing itself, and does so
moreover for no matter what type of writing (pictographic,
hieroglyphic, ideographic, phonetic, alphabetic, to use the old
categories). (Derrida 315)
Fundamentally, this structuring allows for a graffiti work to be “cited, put
between quotation marks; thereby it can break with every given context, and
engender infinitely new contexts in an absolutely nonsaturable fashion” (Derrida
320).
As the general collection of sources incorporated into this discussion
reflect, these citations partake in composing a divergent manifold of texts serving
socio-anthropological and/or postmodern agendas. However, such
institutionalizations, albeit often maximizing the graffiti writer’s public exposure
and resulting fame, at times arouse caution inasmuch as they also rationalize and
catalogue the genre’s subversive natures and gestures by designating these
manifestations as en vogue examples of the critic’s choosing. Already at the
outset of this discussion, Krauss demonstrated this very act through her
employment of Kilroy in service of explaining Derrida. Apprehended in such
ways, the argument can be posited that contemporary graffiti’s claimed
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authenticity as an “ ‘in your face’, anti-authoritarian, irreverent, irrepressible, wise
ironic…voice for the powerless and the have-nots” appears corrupted, being
anything other than “not for sale, free of direction from any force of society or
government, and free of the dictates of the market” (Chalfant 8). Yet, such a
position fails to realize that the genre’s demonstrated authenticity of its own selfnegation appears further solidified and pronounced as writers often actively
pursue these commercial recontextualizations.25
Further, such a pursuance demonstrates a continued resistance to any one
singular ideology which suggests graffiti’s authenticity may in fact lie in the
plural. If such a case is to be made, the question becomes how? How can the
culture execute its insurgent counter-culture rebellion while avoiding the
aforementioned criticisms? The answer put forward by this discussion entails a
doubling back to the issue of authenticity, and in particular, the demonstrated
authenticity of self-negation. In order for contemporary graffiti to remain a
relevant voice against the rise of rampant corporatization and urban isolation, it
must engage self-negation at an originary level. The previous conclusions reached
by critics such as Krauss fail to accomplish this, perhaps out of concern that selfnegation ultimately leads to the removal of writing altogether. Yes, “absence in
the field of writing is of an original kind,” (Derrida 314) meaning writing’s
provenance is locatable there. However, contemporary graffiti also manifests as
actively generating that absence for all involved participants at different times
and/or locations. Thus, not only does a tag exist in a perpetual state of self75

negation, it also encourages that state. So, what can be discerned from this
Ouroboros?
First, intimated throughout these positions is the residence of an inherent
performativity. For the physical mark, Krauss elucidates:
In being this trace of the marker’s violation of the surface, the
graffiti alerts us to another feature of the index, namely its
performative character. The index, in naming the particular, the
“this,” in making the referent erupt onto the page of writing, or
onto the surface of the canvas, is not so much generating a
meaning as causing something to happen. It belongs less, then, to
the logic of signification than it does to the structure of events.
(Krauss, Michel, Bataille Et Moi 172)
In its continual presencing of the past, the mark appears as ontologically
comprised of an intrinsic activity. More than merely signifying the passing of a
now absent writer, it also repeatedly pronounces he or she was there. Further,
once comprehended as a recurring performance, graffiti writers disseminate tags
routinely throughout the urban environment, the incursion also exemplifies a
writer’s agency for re-inscription. Confronted with the continual effacing
detriments of a city, the waning of a writer’s dedication to the propagation of his
or her work would not be incongruous. However, best demonstrated by bombing,
a writer revels his or her profound vitality for perseverance through the repeated
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installations of graffiti pieces. Yet, as previously shown, this insistence mandates
subjecting the graffiti works to revisions and alterations indebted to a host of
reasons. Taking the former and the latter in conjunction with each other, along
with the writer’s aforementioned strategies employed in the pursuance of
fabricating graffiti, this discussion proposes that his or her identity is in fact the
performance of the changing of identity. Explicated by such an ideological
framework, contemporary graffiti becomes a nameless labor in its enduring
operations devoted to manufacturing a name.
However, this suffix: “less” does more than merely indicate what the
genre of graffiti is without, subsequently, delimiting its area of labor. It likewise
authorizes a paradigmatic shift away from the well-trodden methodology of
rhetorical analysis to one investigating social practices. Again, returning to the
statement uttered by a piece of contemporary graffiti, “I was here where you are
now,” discernable beyond the mere indication of an absent person resides an
underlying desire to communicate this absence to another person. And further,
predicated on the work’s ephemerality, and potential illegibility stemming from
both its design and environment, there occurs the exposure of several sets of
limits. In particular, the limit of the author in his or her required absence, the limit
of the work in its transient modality, and the limit of the beholder in his or her
potential lack of awareness or comprehension concerning the motives and
aesthetics of the genre.
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Part 2: Anti-Establishing
Taking into account the entirety of all that has been expounded thus far,
this discussion now claims as its central hypothesis that contemporary graffiti is
an anti-establishing. Through its self-perpetuated self-negation, it repudiates any
programs motivated towards delimiting a set list of attributes translatable from
one work to another, consequently, subsuming the entire culture into a collective
totality. Instead, the genre continuously labors at its margins, demonstrating both
where and how it cannot be finished or established. In manifesting in such a way
it subsequently contradicts its previous manifestations, its other present
manifestations, and any manifestations of it to come in the future. Thus, as a
collection of contrasting ideas and methods any community of contemporary
graffiti is a contra-community built by the tracing of such limits that expose a
manifold of finitudes. And, it is finitude that composes graffiti’s ontology.
Finally, and to be explicit, finitude “does not consist in a limitation (sensible,
empirical, individual, as one would like) which sets itself up dependent upon
infinity and in an imminent relation of sublimation or of recovery in this infinity”
(Devisch 22).26 Thus meaning, these are not limits that contemporary graffiti
presses against in its trajectory to dialectally synthesize itself into a totality, but
instead means “precisely the non-fixing of such signification: not, however as the
powerlessness to fix it, but as the power to leave it open” (Devisch 21-22), the
power to not complete itself.27
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While the full extent of this proposition constitutes succeeding chapters, a
preliminary delimiting and subsequent interconnecting of several Post-Structural
ideologies becomes necessary at this point in order to establish the philosophical
constructs facilitating this discussion. From the outset, contemporary graffiti’s
identity manifests as self-fabricated demonstrating an inherent agency pervasive
throughout the counterculture. Considering this observation in conjunction with
graffiti writers’ penchant for subversion, a salient comparability with the
orchestrations of gender elucidated by Judith Butler becomes tenable. When
considering this latter’s actuality, Butler explains that:
Words, acts, gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal
core or substance, but produce this on the surface of the body,
through the play of signifying absences that suggest, but never
reveal, the organizing principle of identity as a cause. Such acts,
gestures, enactments, generally construed, are performative in the
sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise purport to
express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through
corporeal signs and other discursive means. That the gendered
body is performative suggests that it has no ontological status apart
from the various acts which constitute its reality. (Butler 185)
Realizing an ontological status is a produced essence and not reflective of a
preexistent transcendental “internal core or substance” (Butler 185), Butler’s
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analysis deviates the provenance of a metaphysical being away from concepts of a
producer into explicitly the actions of producing. For the delineating of gender,
she posits that reconstitutions such as this permits for contesting the
institutionalization and regulation of sexual identity. When aligning her
pronouncements with this discussion, the commonality of the actors manifesting
only in the actions performed serve as an initial point for consideration. The
graffiti writer is always absent, only present in the esoteric marks left behind.
Further, there are the analogous oppositions enacted towards the
presupposed authority of specific socio-political institutions. Just as a drag
performer “effectively mocks both the expressive model of gender and the notion
of a true gender identity” (Butler 186) by simultaneously presenting both male
and female attributes, thus destabilizing the assumed integrity of either sex; a
graffiti writer subverts the model of semantic identity actualized through
signatures, brands, and logos by conjoining distinctly personal letter styles with
complete anonymity. In both instances, whether a formal dress on a bearded man
or a calligraphic name on a public mailbox, these countercultures deconstruct the
presumed underlying significance and dominance of an epistemological
convention by employing the very attributes and methodologies that system of
governance exploits.
Finally, Butler’s analysis designates the entirety of this metaphysical
construct as social, explaining “[t]his also suggests that if that reality is fabricated
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as an interior essence, that very interiority is an effect and function of a decidedly
public and social discourse” (Butler 185). This recognition of a pervading
sociality being operative in the formations of identity, whether sexual or
otherwise, becomes consequential to the reasoning expounded here by allowing
for broader concepts of communication and community to be considered. The
word social implies a plurality and an intentional want for communication
between the separate entities comprising the plurality. This desire, coupled with
the aforementioned ontological methodology of perpetuating self-negations
subsequently repeatedly demonstrating contemporary graffiti’s resistance of a
singular identity and consequential un-finalize-ability exposes the genre’s
finitudes (as these are understood as margins of where, how, and what as, the
graffiti work manifests). In order to properly appraise the entirety of this
metaphysical situation, this discussion relies on several philosophical issues
authored by Jean-Luc Nancy.
A question suggested in Butler’s evaluation of communication is: what is
being communicated? Discernably individuality or more significantly how
individuality is organized by communication. For the counterculture of
contemporary graffiti, the prominent inclination when appraising the individuality
of the writer delimits it as a presupposed and pre-existing presence laboring to
announce itself within the extensive heterogeneities of the modern urban
environment and against the latter’s hegemonic systems of governance. However,
for Nancy’s philosophy, such an overtly Romantic envisioning of individuation
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lacks “a consideration of singularity” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community 27).
Why such a consideration warrants importance involves his assiduous
differentiations between a singularity and the falsehood of an individual: “[a]s an
individual, I am closed off from all community, and it would not be an
exaggeration to say that the individual—if an absolutely individual being could
ever exist—is infinite. The limit of the individual, fundamentally, does not
concern it, (and escapes the logic of the limit I was describing above: but since
one cannot escape this logic… there is no individual)” (Nancy, The Inoperative
Community 27). On the contrary, regarding singularity, he posits that a
“[s]ingularity perhaps does not proceed from anything. It is not a work resulting
from an operation. There is no process of ‘singlularization,’ and singularity is
neither extracted, nor produced, nor derived ... [a] singular being does not emerge
or rise up against the background of their unitary assumption, or that of a
becoming, or that of a will” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community 27). Thus, while
the former determines itself as an impossible autonomy, the latter does not occur
as a posterior construction, and neither concept is interchangeable with the other.
Instead, while echoing a philosophical component of Derrida’s “iterability” by
realizing the underlying importance of repeatability, Nancy extends
communication’s capacity for being instrumental in the formation of a singular
being and; succinctly, interconnects the former with a unique conceptualization of
community.28 Manifesting as a concurrent establishing of community and
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individuality via communication, this pro-generative metaphysics appears as the
following:
What is community? Community is not a gathering of individuals,
posterior to the elaboration of individuality, for individuality as
such can be given only within such a gathering. This can be
thought in different ways: in Hegel, for example, selfconsciousness becomes what it is only if the subject is recognized
as a self by another self. The subject desires that recognition, and
because of this desire, it is already not identical to itself, not the
subject that it is. In other words, it is a question of what is stable in
the meaning of “I”—that is, for an “I” to have its own meaning, it,
like any other signification, must be capable of being repeated
outside of the presence of the thing signified. This can only happen
either by means of the “I” of another individual or by means of the
“you” with which the person addresses me. In each case, “I” am
not before this commutation and communication of the “I.”
Community and communication are constitutive of individuality,
rather than the reverse, and individuality is perhaps, in the finial
analysis, only a boundary of community. But community is no
longer the essence of all individuals, an essence that is given prior
to them. For community does not consist of anything other than the
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communication of separate “beings,” which exists as such only
through communication. (Nancy, Finite History 153-154)
In order to properly comprehend the nuanced intricacies of this postulation
certain concepts warrant careful delimitation. Initially, the italicization of
boundary marks the significant convention of Nancy’s philosophy to continually
heed the limits of existence-ing. Particular to this discussion are how these
margins appear as exposures of finitude, a term he defines as:
[f]initude does not mean that we are noninfinite—like small,
insignificant beings within a grand, universal, and continuous
being—but it means that we are infinitely finite, infinitely exposed
to our existence as a nonessence, infinitely exposed to the
otherness of our own “being” (or that being is in us exposed to its
own otherness). We begin and we end without beginning and
ending: without having a beginning and an ending that is ours, but
having (or being) them only as others’, and through others. My
beginning and my end are precisely what I cannot have as mine,
and what no one can have as his/her own. (Nancy, Finite History
155-156).
In other words, the passage elucidates a singular being’s delimitation by his or her
birth and death and significantly how both events are non-possessable and
incomprehensible for him or her. A singular being does not witness either of these
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occurrences nor can he or she prioritize them from an empirical standpoint.
Instead, through enacting them, he or she only presents these events for appraisal
by other beings.
Yet, “finitude itself is nothing, it is neither a ground, nor an essence, nor a
substance” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community 28). Instead, “it appears, it
presents itself, it exposes itself, and thus it exists as communication” (Nancy, The
Inoperative Community 28). Remembering a prerequisite for the usage of the
latter term as dependent on at minimum a duality of beings, finitude manifests
simultaneously between singular beings in a “phenomenality, which is no doubt
more originary than any other (for it could be that the world appears to the world
to the community, not to the individual)” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community
28). Nancy’s neologism to summarize this interdependent exposition is
“compears,” defined as instigative of these expositions of finitude in the following
way: “finitude co-appears or compears (com-paraît) and can only compear: in
this formulation we would need to hear that finite being always presents itself
‘together,’ hence severally; for finitude always presents itself in being-incommon” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community 28). Deferring the analysis of this
latter hyphenated term so as to comprehensively realize this compearing being:
The finite-being exists first of all according to a division of sites,
according to an extension—partes extra partes—such that each
singularity is extended (in the sense that Freud says: “The psyche
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is extended”). It is not enclosed in a form—although its whole
being touches against its singular limit—but it is what it is,
singular being (singularity of being), only though its extension,
through the areality that above all extroverts it in its very being—
whatever the degree of the desire of its “egoism”—and that makes
it exist only by exposing it to an outside. This outside is in its turn
nothing other than the exposition of another areality, of another
singularity—the same other. This exposure, or the exposingsharing, gives rise, from the outset, to a mutual interpellation of
singularities prior to any address in language (though it gives to
this latter its first condition of possibility). Finitude compears, that
is to say it is exposed: such is the essence of community. (Nancy,
The Inoperative Community 29)
Thus, the being exists by and through continually exposing its finitude to another
that is also performing its exposure in the same modality. For the ideology
operative of such a coupling, it becomes unfeasible to ignore the larger
phenomenology of community, insofar as “community is the presentation to its
members of their mortal truth” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community 15). Further,
to echo his claims made prior, Nancy continues this delineation elucidating
community “is the presentation of finitude and the irredeemable excess that make
up finite being: its death, but also its birth, and only the community can present
me my birth, and along with it the impossibility of my reliving it, as well as the
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impossibility of my crossing over into my death” (Nancy, The Inoperative
Community 15). The overall situating of such claims demands a more specific
review.
Returning now to the phrase being-in-common, this formulation permeates
Nancy’s philosophies involved in his reconceptualization of community as it
“gives rise to the existence of the being-self” (Nancy, The Inoperative
Community xxxvii). Yet, Nancy denounces any transcendental capacity for this
constitutive, asserting that “this does not mean that the ‘common’ is a substance
uniformly laid out ‘under’ supposed ‘individuals,’ nor is it uniformly shared out
among everyone like a particular ingredient” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community
xxxvii). Instead, it appears at the singular and non-replicable instance of singular
beings exposing their finitude to each other. He notes “community does not
consist in the transcendence (nor in the transcendental) of a being supposedly
immanent to community. It consists on the contrary in the immanence of a
“transcendence”—that of finite existence as such, which is to say, of its
‘exposition’ ” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community xxxix). Or, considered
another way:
Community does not sublate the finitude it exposes. Community
itself, in sum, is nothing but this exposition. It is the community of
finite beings, and as such it is itself a finite community. In other
words, not a limited community as opposed to an infinite or
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absolute community, but a community of finitude, because finitude
“is” communitarian, and because finitude alone is communitarian.
(Nancy, The Inoperative Community 26-27)
Nancy’s conceptualized community is thus a multiplicity of singular beings that
exist, in common, predicated on the foundation of a shared finitude. Further, such
compearing denies any subsuming into a broader communal or collective identity
in that “[c]ommunity is… resistance to immanence” (Nancy, The Inoperative
Community 35). This relation to inaccessible and unknowable limits of existence
is not instances of communication, communion, or a fusion between a being and
other beings, or objects, or any other existences but is merely an exposing of each
singular being to its finitude which becomes revealed through the exposure of the
finitude of an other. The absence of one singular being reveals the finitude of the
presence of the other singular being. For Nancy, community is these exposures.
Realized within the entirety of the metaphysical beings comprising
contemporary graffiti, these exposures of in-occupiable finitudes co-materialize in
a manifold of displays. As previously annotated throughout this chapter and as
constitutive of the remainder of this discussion, pertinent examples considered
here are discerned in the operating self-perpetuated self-negations enacted by the
writer, the work, and the broader critical discourses credited with analyzing the
formers’ ideologies and methodologies. The graffiti writer’s finitude appears in
his or her obligatory absence from the scene of his or her incursion. He is or she is
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not there. Also, his or her absence manifests juxtaposed, and beholden, to the
presence of the viewer. Correspondently, for the viewer, he or she as a presence
credits this assignment to the absence of the writer. Just as the latter is not present
at the time of the works viewing, the former must be in order to be a viewer.
Subsequently, both singular beings express the limit of where he or she must be
within the space of graffiti’s manifestations. Regarding the graffiti work, it can
neither possess its eradication from the urban environment owed to anti-graffiti
paint or cleaning crews, nor can it establish itself in its provenance of those
physical locations symbolizing mainstream hegemony. Instead, the work always
materialized after the wall, or subway station, or mailbox has been erected, and
cannot exist after those surfaces have been cleaned or removed. Concurrently,
considering the causes of a piece’s ephemerality within the urban context, these
eradications transpire consequently from those beings performing the
obliterations. However, for these counter-transgression apparatuses that cause this
vanishing of the graffiti work from its context of origin, the work must already be
in existence in order to enact the explicit shift in the former’s function and
identity. Prior to the piece’s materialization on a public surface, anti-graffiti paint
is only paint, and the cleaning crew is only a collection of singularities realized as
community service agents. Finally, in reference to the extensive ideologies
attempting to elucidate the genre within a singularized metaphysical rationale, the
only identifiable unification they expound is their disunion by way of their
multifarious conclusions. Such a resolution discloses a limit in their attempted
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designations and a resistance to the founding of any singularized constitution.
Therefore, the genre’s identity is exposing finitude. In each instance, finitude is
exposed in the demonstration of what and/or how a singular being cannot be
through its contingent ontological reliance on that which designates, by way of
refuting, its being. As “there is no singular being without another singular being”
(Nancy, The Inoperative Community 28) in community, neither is there a graffiti
negation absent of that other being which presents itself by way of and against
that negation.
One final cautionary point regarding this discussion’s application of
Nancy’s philosophy to the genre of contemporary graffiti responds to a potential
inclination to assess the entirety of this document as a prescriptive declaration for
the culture and as demand for graffiti artists to produce works in such ways as
considered herein. To be explicit, that is not the point of this text. It cannot be
since this is the counterculture’s already pre-existent ontology. In Nancy’s
terminology “[c]ommuity is not the work of singular beings, nor can it claim them
as its works, just as communication is not a work or even an operation of singular
beings, for community is simply their being—their being suspended upon its
limit. Communication is the unworking of work that is social, economic,
technical, and institutional” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community 31).
Congruently, neither does contemporary graffiti emanate from what it
manufactures. The genre produces murals, tags, new letterforms, esoteric
markings, political statements, provocative imagery, posters, magazines, books,
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stickers, paintings, sculptures, and designs for clothing lines, among a host of
other objects; yet, none of these fabrications are the community of contemporary
graffiti. Instead, they are the repeating utterance of that promise of absence: “I
was here, where you are now” re-scripted in a variety of ways, condemned to fade
over time like an abandoned tag on a derelict wall. The community is not the tag,
but its fading.
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Chapter 2: Citations
-I think the joke is on ... I don't know who the joke's on - really. I don't even know
if there is a joke. Steve Lazarides (Banksy, Exit Through the Gift Shop)

Part 1: Taki 183’s Pen Pals
A beginning is often difficult to locate; but on the contrary, proves easy to
manufacture, and it is this latter activity that becomes repeatedly performed in the
service of historizations, initiating the demarcation of what are called eras,
epochs, movements, epistemes, or isms. Such fabrications help to fix a banner
under which can be amassed a list of attributes serving not only to categorize and
explicate what has happened within the delimited moment, but also to tether that
moment into farther reaching narratives in the service of locating broader, transhistorical themes. Interwoven throughout such analysis resides the tacit creativity
of the preforming historian demonstrated by the manner in which he or she
fashions his or her narrative. When considering the narrative of contemporary
graffiti, most accounts creatively concur that the genre’s provenance is located in
the 1970s, stretched between two writers living in separate cities on the Eastern
seaboard of the United States. One, whose impact will be examined in a
subsequent chapter of this discussion, used the tag: Cornbread. The other was
known as Taki 183.
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Employed as a bike messenger in New York during that time, Demetrius
routinely traversed across the city’s five boroughs thus affording him the
opportunity to disseminate his nom de guerre ubiquitously. Materializing at
locations entailing subway stations, subway cars, John F. Kennedy Airport,
upstate New York, Connecticut, New Jersey, and even rumored on the side of a
Secret Service Car, Taki 183 become synonymous with pervasiveness and thus
setting a precedent that is still idealized today by many contemporary writers.
Thus, “[m]odern day vandals still look to old photos of Taki 183’s tags and
artwork and spoken memories of his outlawed crusades. Both young artists and
seasoned veterans hold this lauded and mysterious man in high regard”
(FIREISIS).
Being held in “high regard” is merely an idiom for expressing a graffiti
writer’s achievement of fame indebted to vast public exposure. And, as previously
demonstrated, the attainment of such a status founds one of the underlying
principles of the genre.29 Subsequently, this chapter focuses on instances of where
and how such occurrences appear, particularly manifested in popular media
recontextualizations, owing to the contemporary reality that such citations
demonstrate to be preeminent for exposure.30
[W]ith the growth of mass media and the internet, graffiti writers
can now achieve ‘fame’ more easily and more effectively than
even before, and the concept of fame has changed within the world
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of graffiti. Now that the audience is potentially global, a graffiti
writer might feature on the cover of a specialist magazine or
publication, or be commissioned by a sports company to design a
pair of trainers. (Lewisohn 44)
However, the intention of this discussion is not to simply generate another metahistory of the culture that assimilates its entirety into a singularized ideology and
subsequent methodology; but instead, to demonstrate contemporary graffiti’s
active resistance to any such attempts at institutionalization through its performed
self-negations which subsequently expose a divergent set of finitudes. This is a
non-dialectic evolution absent of any regulated progression toward an ideal
ideology and methodology, and in this way it leaves itself open for various
significations. Such openness demands for the continued modality of a denial-ofunison-by-way-of-being-together and thus constitutes a contra-community.
Taki 183’s most influential citation occurred on July 21, 1971 when the
New York Times ran the article “ ‘Taki 183’ Spawns Pen Pals”. Unlike previous
mentions of graffiti in popular media, this article presented a more comprehensive
exposé about the writer and the subsequent incipient counter culture, entailing a
testimony to Demetrius’s impact and influence. The article elucidates this point as
follows, “Other teen-agers who live on his block are proud of him. ‘He’s the
king,’ a youth lounging on a doorstoop said. ‘It’s got everybody doing it,’ added
Raymond Vargas, a 16-year old with Afro-style hair” (Charles). Albeit, these
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responses were not entirely acclamatory, noted by the citing of both the financial
and labor costs of cleaning graffiti at 80,000 man-hours and $3000,000.00 in
price.
As for Taki 183, he is described as “a Manhattan teenager who writes his
name and his street number everywhere he goes” (Charles) and purportedly was
not intent on cultivating or capitalizing on the attention he received: “[y]ou don’t
do it for the girls; they don’t seem to care. You do it for yourself. You don’t go
after it to be elected President” (Charles). Further, he denounced any position of
being the culture’s originator explaining that he “took the form [of graffiti
writing] from Julio 204, but he was doing it for a couple of years then” (Charles).
Proclamations such as this denote qualities and motivations situating him in stark
difference to most other graffiti writers, in particular his contemporary at the time,
Cornbread. Whereas the latter’s motivation for writing was spurned by public
attention, the former explains that his incentive for writing predicated itself in
response to a mere way to pass the time.31 Yet, one contribution to contemporary
graffiti Demetrius cannot repudiate is his publicizing the methodological
processes of self-naming performed by writers. Instead of acquiring his tag alias
from someone or somewhere else, the article elucidates that the he-himself
authored Taki, and that it is simply a traditional Greek diminutive for Demetrius.
Such autographicity sets a precedent for other writers, establishing an aesthetic
production wherein the creative agency of the writer is retained. As will be
demonstrated with various examples considered herein, this permits an extensive
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manifold of heterogeneous practices that ultimately extend the genre beyond its
popularized categorizations thus serving to perpetually destabilize any such
delimitation. While all of this is retrospectively apparent, denotable in the cascade
of new writers and styles the publishing of the article initiated, the apparent
impact on Demetrius was nil, as in time “he put aside his Magic Marker and went
off dutifully to college” (Kennedy).
Discernable within the narrative of Taki 183 is the symbiotic relationship
between graffiti and media cultures wherein a variety of mutually beneficial
occurrences materialize in the employment of and in response to achieving fame.
For a fledging writer, the article demonstrated “that writing could give you a
voice, and everybody [could know] knew his [your] name” (Snyder 24), inducing
not just an increase in the amount of writers, but also inspiring them to design
larger, more aesthetically complex works in the service of their pursuits for
recognition. As for critics, the article confirmed the potential of reviewing and
documenting the culture; thus, prompting other analyses to follow by way of
presenting it as a materializing field worthy of demanding space on the pages of
established publications. Therefore, while graffiti writers began breaking into
train yards at night with modified caps on their cans of spray paint in order to
produce larger pieces that would cover the entire side of a train car, the critics,
employing both art historical and socio-anthropological methodologies, began
analyzing the culture and its exploits through a range of publications including
magazines such as Esquire and Print to large format books such as Subway Art.
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Although written in response to what had already been transpiring throughout the
city, the title of the article unknowingly predicts these developments: ‘Taki 183’
Spawns Pen Pals.
But what can be made of these pen pals? Testimonials to a writer’s
achievement of fame, insofar as they are evidence of mainstream recognition,
they subsequently recontextualize the graffiti work into the diversified strata of
popular society. This migration becomes discernable through instances of
mainstream commercialization that yield a vast archive of media yet to be
considered in their own right as illustrative of such an evolution. Consider that
now most bookstores sell a wide range of texts dedicated to modern graffiti
running the breadth between large catalogues filled with documentations of the
work to more academically grounded books attempting to situate and
problematize graffiti cultures by way of theoretical hypotheses often in the service
of what is known as cultural studies. Further, magazines and periodicals such as
Juxtapoz and Clout are serially dedicated to representing the society’s current
developments and providing them exposure alongside other publications such as
Artforum and Time. Then, there is the popular medium of film that offers works
such as Wild Style and the more contemporary Exit Through the Gift Shop which
move graffiti cultures from the gray wall of the building to the white wall of the
screen through documentary and fictional narratives. Finally, and perhaps most
significantly, the overly saturated medium of the Internet transports graffiti
society into the virtual expanses of the World-Wide-Web. Any search engine now
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yields a comprehensive listing of websites focused on the documentation, critical
response, and production of modern graffiti. The relevance of this medium is cast
in its very name: World-Wide-Web and is indicative of an interconnected global
community that is naively comprehended as a setting absent of the socio-political
hierarchies and ordering of the newsstands, bookstores, and movie theaters. This
omission is founded on the belief that the internet is an open-source venue where
modern graffiti writers connect with a maximum audience void of geographical
boundaries, and the critics find an infinite catalogue of images to reconcile and
situate in social and aesthetic histories and theories that further writers’ exposure.
In this way, it is the unsurpassed primary site for exposure and subsequent fame.
Thus, while a work of contemporary graffiti’s origin is often a public
space within an urban context, due to the work’s ephemerality within that
environment as well as the underlying intention of the writer, an argument that
would denounce these aforementioned citations within popular media as
secondary is tenuous. Instead, they are primary. Through commercialization’s
capacity for preservation and re-presentation, it affords the autographic mark of
the writer consideration on the global level that could not be achieved otherwise.
Further, due to a citation’s physical relocation of the work, these citations bolster
graffiti’s translatability and transitory ontology by reassigning the location of the
work into the citation itself. And, finally, they allow for cross-comparative
analyses of stylistic attributes and temporal successions which are not dependent
on the original graffiti piece in order to “bring out those aspects of the original
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that are unattainable to the naked eye yet accessible to the lens” (Benjamin, The
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction 220). However, it should be
noted that this incorporation of Benjamin excludes his ideological denouncement
of mechanical reproductions’ argued capacity for divesting the work of art of its
context, tradition, and aura. Instead, “the document constitutes the work itself”
(Wacławek 179). However, it does not blur “the lines between event and account,
between object and experience” (Wacławek 179) insofar as the citation becomes
the event and the account, the object and the experience of contemporary graffiti,
revealing “entirely new structural formations of the subject” (Benjamin, The
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction 236) by way of, within, and
through its reproduction.
Beyond Baudrillard’s notion of simulation, appearing here is a
methodology analogous to Malraux’s project: “Museum without Walls”
(Malraux); wherein, the re-contextualized space of exhibition not only
democratizes the experience of art surmounting the gallery or museum wall
through the dissemination founded by reproduction, it further transforms these
reproductions into recoded meanings.32 Thus, the citation:
is a semiotic machine then, and the photograph is what gives it
leverage. For the photograph is the great facilitator of comparison,
of moving past the contemplation of a work in isolation to the
differential experience of it, its meaning emerging—as linguist
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Ferdinand de Saussure had assured us it would—in relation to what
it is not. (Foster, Krauss and Bois 298)
Moreover, working comparatively “decentralizes and dehierarchizes art, for the
comparison works on the juxtaposition of systems—all systems: east versus west,
high versus low, courtly versus popular, north versus south” (Foster, Krauss and
Bois 298). While Malraux concurs with Benjamin regarding the reproductions’
erosions of the artwork’s properties as objects, he evaluates this loss as favorable
insofar is it allows for locating, and/or manufacturing of style. For contemporary
graffiti, this type of comparative analysis produces a comparable outcome notable
in the generating of new writing styles. One such example is the innovation of
regional styles, a practice explicitly afforded by the comparisons that citations
enable. Often catalogued in comparative surveys, these genres are explained and
legitimized through citing their references to their cultural heritage as well as
developing a comparative exchange to other styles and working methods now
historically and globally manifest.
Resulting from the combination of regional motifs with the early hip hop
tagging that emerged from New York in the mid 1980s, Brazilian graffiti is
regarded as a unique style comprised of both original imagery and typography
(Pichação) within the contemporary global graffiti culture. Initially, the writing
style Pichação materialized in the 1940s and 1950s as anti-political statements
often written in tar across pre-existing political advertisements. While becoming
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obsolete during the 1970s, it resurfaced in the 1980s in response to the New York
hip hop culture’s introduction into Brazil. It was during this period that Pichação
writers developed the genre’s unique font consisting of evenly spaced, angular
letters, that some critics consider “an extremely harsh visual language” (Lewisohn
55) (see fig. 6). Distinct from the wildstyle lettering endemic throughout most
graffiti cultures, the writers of Brazil are explicit in their desire to construct an
aesthetic unique to their own experience. As claimed in Lewisohn’s text Street
Art, The Graffiti Revolution, “Pichação is one of the best things that exists in Săo
Paulo and in Brazil, because the style is something completely original to Brazil.
It is something that was created in Săo Paulo” (Lewisohn 55).
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Fig. 6. Example of Pichação style graffiti. Pichacao.com. Web. 23 January 2014.
http://www.pichacao.com/adrenalina_english.htm
Nunca is a writer who emerged from this practice and has since
established a reputation and visual aesthetic using certain methodologies akin to
those of the Mexican Muralists, in particular, the citation of pre-colonial motifs
that could be disposed towards realizing a unique history and identity, and an
implicit concern to be inclusive to the larger population of Săo Paulo and Brazil
(see fig. 7).33 As he explains: “when I got out to paint on the street, I’m picturing
the people that live there—it’s for them” (Wacławek 83). While often rendered in
acrylic paint, his works’ use of contour line references pre-colonial woodcuts
from South America, and their characteristic red ochre palette cites the native
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Indian cultures’ ritualistic use of urucum.34 Politically, his work demonstrates an
inclusivity through its juxtaposition of a cultural past and present, subsequently
affording an approachability not readily apparent with Pichação.

Fig. 7. Nunca. Life in the Fast Lane. Web. 15 June 2013.
http://www.lifeinthefastlane.ca/worlds-top-six-amazing-street-artists/art
While indisputably a regionally grounded aesthetic, it cannot be dismissed
that Brazilian style graffiti’s elite status is indebted in part to the disseminating
citations of contemporary graffiti. When Otávio Pandolfo, one of the twin
brothers who constitute the now globally recognized graffiti crew Os Gêmos,
declares that “[w]e wanted to try to break from tradition and make it different
from graffiti that can be seen in Europe or the U.S.” (Lewisohn 55); he is only
able to do so being conscious of the aesthetics’s developments in the United
States and Europe, information acquired through graffiti texts. While both he and
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his brother Gustavo credit their inauguration into graffiti writing as motivated by
American films such as Beat Street and Wild Style along with Martha Cooper’s
and Henry Chalfant’s book Subway Art, it was their meeting with the street artist
Barry McGee, a.k.a. Twist, that compelled the brothers to investigate their
cultural heritage as a place for inspiration. Ultimately, for Os Gêmos, this directed
them to survey Western graffiti not for what to do, but for what not to do. The
reproductions of Lee and Dondi’s subway train pieces became recoded by Otávio
to symbolize not graffiti, but American graffiti, and subsequently, their imagery
could not be adopted because he is not American.35
While manifested here is a result of the un-conceptualizable play of
différance, insofar as it is “the possibility of conceptuality, of a conceptual
process and system in general” (Derrida, Différance 11), these engendered
systems appear ensuing from the recodings performed by Otávio, and his
decisions regarding what and what not to favor. Beyond différance’s perpetual
activity of simultaneous differing and deferring, is the fact that it cannot be
exemplified in a thought or example. Instead, it is that thing that designates or
brings forth thoughts and examples. Therefore, amid the differentiated catalogues
of regional style are the agencies of both the authors of the style and the authors
of the catalogue engaged in what Judith Butler terms a “performative” (Butler,
Gender Trouble, Feminism and the Subversion of Identity 185) act, producing
their effects as the subsequent results of their labors. For example, the resulting
effects of the performance of regional style graffiti simultaneously demonstrates
104

how regional identity is constructed through performance and that these
performances generate both graffiti and its subsequent cataloguing and analysis
via its citations. And further, what these agencies demonstrate as a common
ideology is the active denial of any such singularized ideology, of a unification
founded on the basis of its own disunion and an avid structuring of what
Rodolphe Gasché terms an “infrastructure.” In Tain of the Mirror, Gasché argues
that these series of differences, in fact, have a structure: an infrastructure which is
the unordered combination of differences. Further, he posits that this system’s
very ontology is a non-system, a resistance to the connecting of differences that
would order them into any dialectics.
When considering the broader ontological field of contemporary graffiti
beyond just regional delimitations, these aforementioned programs pervade the
entire genre. Comprised of both the works produced as well as the responses they
solicit, this discussion organizes the field into three adjacent areas termed: Training, Going to print, and The plastic explodes.36 However, such designation
warrants pause insofar as the fabrication of any category is both arbitrary and
contingent, often possessing the very transgression that would deconstruct it. And,
while there are probably inconsistences within the framework administered here,
its intention is to trace this aesthetics’s relation with its performances and citations
elucidating how they affect the other. To only state that contemporary graffiti is
dependent on its citation falls short of realizing the complexity of this relationship
and how it centers on exposing the perpetual finitude that underlies the genre.
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Thus, the following examples cited are the results of anti-establishing and do not
signify a dialectical progression nor a collective totality. Instead, they contradict
each other in idea and form therefore articulating contemporary graffiti’s restless
ontology.

Part 2: Sighting Citing
Train-ing: 1971-1989
Often hailed as the “golden age” (Lewisohn 45) of contemporary graffiti,
and frequently lamented in its loss, the years spanning the early 1970s to 1989
witnessed the meteoric rise of graffiti writing as works evolved in complexity
from simple tags to full scale pieces as well as an increase in the sociopolitical
reactions the subversive culture spurned. Perhaps the most significant was the
interest taken in the genre by certain institutionalized New York art circles
between 1980 and 1983. For these organizations, the prior decade had
demonstrated the normalizing of divergent aesthetic practices and theories in the
watershed of reactions against late Modernism. As the white walls of the gallery
were figuratively deconstructed by Earthworks, Conceptualism, Process art, and
Performance art, and critics such as John Perreault demanded a transcendence
beyond “silent cubes, [and] blank canvases” (H.H.Arnason 627), it became
overtly apparent that the ontological field of what would constitute the
delimitation of fine art was simultaneously being expanded and problematized.
This shift, coupled with a more capitalist, consumer driven ideology that the new
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is better, inclined market galleries to consider the vanguard practices of
contemporary graffiti as the next movement on the forefront of the avant-garde.
While there had been limited attempts throughout the 1970s to accomplish this,
notable in the efforts of the United Graffiti Artists and The Nation of Graffiti
Artists (organizations formed with the intention of establishing collective forums
for writers and producing exhibitions for their work), it was the Fun Gallery and
Fashion Moda, located in New York, that succeeded in transfiguring graffiti into a
marketable commodity.
Opened in 1981 in the East Village, the Fun Gallery is credited with being
the first gallery to designate exhibition space for individual writers to present solo
shows of their work. Whereas this allocation initiated a process of legitimization
for graffiti that would ultimately lead to its current predicament of what could be
considered overly-commercialized (explored later in this chapter), it will be this
very trajectory and current status that reveal the genre’s continual antiestablishing performances evident in its denouncing of singular ideologies,
problematizing binary couplings, and enacting self-negations. The first example
of this agenda had already transpired the year prior when Fashion Moda
collaborated with the artist’s collective Colab to mount the now historically iconic
Times Square Show.
Held in an abandoned dilapidating massage parlor near Manhattan’s
pornographic district, and kept open to the public twenty-four hours a day during
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the entirety of its one-month run, the exhibition contested conventional standards
of potential audience viewership. Further, described as an “art funhouse” (Deitch
59), the show coalesced a divergent body of aesthetic practices ranging from
conceptual works such as Andrea Callard’s Second Hand Only Wall Clock to
crudely painted neo-expressionist paintings. Deitch notes, “[i]t was as if a class at
the Art Students League got gang drunk and decided to have a painting party”
(Deitch 59). However, tag based graffiti writing comprised only a small
percentage of the works displayed, particularly Jean-Michel Basquiat’s painted
wall described as “a knockout combination of de Kooning and subway spraypaint scribbles” (Deitch 61), and, as such, the habitual understanding that the
exhibition served as an official introduction of contemporary graffiti to the fine art
establishment is slightly tenuous. Why this accreditation maintains itself can be
discerned when considering a point of consensus most critical reviews of the
exhibition share: that the significance of the Times Square Show was not
predicated on what it exhibited but how it exhibited it. Hung in a chaotic salon
fashion:
[t]he “Times Square Show” was a challenge to dealers and curators
of advanced art who continue to feel that the discreet display of a
few pieces in an elegant gallery is enough. But it was even more of
a challenge to artists who think that their work stops when a piece
leaves the studio, and who leave its presentation to others. Art
must come to be marketed with the kind of imagination displayed
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by this exhibition’s organizers—not simply in order to reach the
general public, but to cut through the glut of mediocre material and
touch the art audience itself. (Deitch 63)
As a rebellious gesture against the curatorial status quo of “discreet
display” (Deitch 63), this exhibition demonstrates an ideology akin to those
assigned both to and self-reflexively by contemporary graffiti writers. Still
considered “at war with the urban developers, the architects, and all the other
faceless decision makers,” some writers maintain that they are “the voice of the
unelected, fighting back against systems [of ownership and authority] that are
imposed on them” (Lewisohn 87). For John Ahearn and Tom Otterness, the
curators of The Times Square Show, as well as the other participants in the
exhibition, their works contest the perceived authority of the gallery institution
through the choice of location and technique of installation. While this approach
subsequently connects the show to a theoretical territory similar to ones inhabited
by Fluxus practices or Happenings, it also reminds the artist of a component of his
or her agency that had apparently been forgotten.37 This is further articulated in
the successive challenge for artists to remember that their works do not stop
“when a piece leaves the studio” (Deitch 63), but instead that its presentation
demands consideration as an intricate component of the overall design for the
conveyance of intention.
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This methodology of the anti-established gallery exhibition was adopted
again when, several months after the closing of the Times Square Show, the PS1
Gallery, now MoMA PS1, mounted the New York/New Wave exhibition in a
dilapidated schoolhouse. Developing the chaotic salon aesthetic even further than
before, PS1 merged the work and the gallery space to the point that they became
indistinguishable. Also, it actualized the previously suggested juxtaposition
between institutionalized artists and counterculture graffiti writers by including
works by Robert Mapplethorpe and Andy Warhol and installing them alongside
graffiti pieces painted on canvas. While the initial effect of this “knockout
combination of de Kooning and subway spray-paint scribbles” (Deitch 61)
engendered the solidification of contemporary graffiti as a unique genre within
the broader canon of aesthetics, how this occurred warrants pause.
During this time, the city of New York was not the city it is currently.
Beyond the neon signs in Times Square that advertised nude dance shows and
pornographic paraphernalia, rampant poverty left other areas of the city
resembling modern day Detroit. The act of professionally exhibiting graffiti (a
visual language exclusive to and referent of the deteriorating urban landscape)
within the symbolic context of a gallery contributed to fabricating the genre’s
identity as an outsider culture by literally and figuratively bringing the outside
inside. Further, as these gallery spaces where themselves derelict, inferring
references to their surrounding contexts, the reverse migration can also be posited
that the inside was brought outside. When considering the anonymous chalk
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graffiti wall on the 4th floor of the Times Square Show, it becomes difficult to
differentiate it from a wall in a subway station (see fig. 8). However, being a
gallery wall, the situation is further complicated owing to how it also celebrates
the urban decay by exhibiting it as spectacle and thus trivializing the severity of
the city’s problems. Conclusively, mediated through the institution of the art
gallery, contemporary graffiti becomes situated as a simultaneous threat to the
white wall of the gallery via its “funhouse” (Deitch 59) approach to installation,
and a curiosity that cheapens its worth within this very context.38

Fig. 8. Kahane, Lisa. Photograph of the anonymous chalk graffiti wall and Tom
Otterness’s Punching Bag. 1980. Thesolofoundation’s Blog. Web. 20 June 2013.
https://thesolofoundation.wordpress.com/page/2/
Nevertheless, the metaphysical use of binary oppositions employed in
order to found the authority of certain concepts over others underscores the
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entirety of this situation, and ultimately evidences the central theme of this
discussion. Initially, this is recognizable in the casting of key issues against their
opposites, for example: inside versus outside, or institutionalized artist versus
subversive graffiti writer. Here, appearing as these dichotomies do, already
intimated as having transpired are the reversals of the historically privileged and
subordinated terms. Now, the outside of the gallery becomes the grounding inside
of the exhibition, and the graffiti pieces become the proper artistic articulations of
their contemporary moment. And, while this deconstructive gesture refutes the
institutionalized standards of traditional gallery aesthetics, it still does so from
within that very institution, raising the concern that contemporary graffiti may not
be radical enough to perform a proper solicitation.39 Yet, paradoxically, as graffiti
writing’s outsider identity is contingent on its context, in order to retain and
maintain this sought after vanguard status, it must simultaneously resist
mainstream commercialism as well as be incorporated into its formations. Similar
to the strategies Derrida notes at work in Plato’s Pharmacy, “the representative of
the outside is nonetheless constituted, regularly granted its place by the
community, chosen, kept, fed, etc., in the very heart of the inside” (Derrida,
Plato's Pharmacy 133). Subsequently, graffiti finds itself in a “circle that is
unique” (Derrida, Structure, Sign, and Play 280) akin to that of other
metaphysical programs, necessitating the reminder that any such reversal might
fail to adequately challenge the hegemonic framework and presuppositions that
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are being subjected to reversal.40 Therefore, if graffiti will in fact be the
solicitation it claims to be, it, like any deconstruction:
cannot limit itself or proceed immediately to a neutralization: it
must, by means of a double gesture, a double science, a double
writing, practice an overturning of the classical opposition and a
general displacement of the system. It is only on this condition that
deconstruction will provide itself the means with which to
intervene in the field of oppositions that it criticizes, which is also
a field of nondiscursive forces. (Derrida, Signature Event Context
329)
Thus, the emergent question becomes how to accomplish this?
From the outset, two options seem apparent. The first regards a mere
denouncement of any commercial gallery representation outright; thus retracing,
and subsequently bolstering, the already apparent division between the two. And,
the second involves infiltrating or what Derrida terms as a coming “to affect or
infect the inside” (Derrida, Plato's Pharmacy 133) of the gallery institution. While
either methodology offers a distinct set of apparatuses and procedures for
accomplishing its desired subversion, it also independently advances the genre’s
self-perpetuated self-negation. Considering the latter’s approach during this era,
the two most self-evident writers to successfully achieve its execution are Keith
Haring and Jean-Michel Basquiat. Both initiated their artistic careers with the
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dissemination of highly individualized, illegal works across New York City, and
both successfully converted their imagery into lucrative gallery sales.
Writing in the SAMO crew, Basquiat was prone to inscribing enigmatic
epigrams on a variety of public surfaces located throughout the lower east side of
Manhattan.41 While these incursions suggested a participatory response to the
cultural diversity that was ubiquitous there during the late 1970s and early 1980s,
they were also illustrative of his penchant for the employment of hand written text
in his imagery. This arcane word play became one of the most identifiable
attributes of his works, and later in his gallery career, rose to dominate his
imagery (see fig. 9). As for Keith Haring, the maturation of his designs transpired
out of a desire to make his works accessible to the general public. Creating nonesoteric “cartoonish drawings of people, explosions, spaceships and dogs”
(Wacławek 62-63), and installing them often directly adjacent to product oriented
advertisements in populated areas such as subway stations, Haring can be
regarded as one of the primary initiators of what came to be known as street art
(see fig. 10). These ontological differences between these two categories of
contemporary graffiti will be further explicated later in this chapter. Like
Basquiat’s, his works’ migration into mainstream galleries also engendered the
further solidification of their chosen visual motifs producing an “aesthetic and
style that made his work identifiably his” (Wacławek 63).
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Fig. 9. Basquiat, Jean-Michel. Pegasus. 1987. Acrylic and Pencil on Canvas.
Private Collection.

Fig. 10. Photo by Tseng Kwong Chi, 1981. Copyright Muna Tseng Dance
Projects Inc. Subway Drawing, 1981 Copyright. Estate of Keith Haring.
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While both Haring and Basquiat appear to effectively infiltrate the gallery
marketplace with their personalized imagery, subsequently implying an
overturning of the pre-existent binary coupling between the metaphysical inside
and outside of this institution and its productions, retrospectively they come to be
more paradigmatic of a critical discourse which delimits contemporary graffiti
and problematizes its subversive abilities. At the time of their respective entrances
into commercial market-hood:
the consensus amongst everybody who was there at the time is that
Haring and Basquiat were not graffiti writers. They were down
with the scene, but they were doing something distinctly
separate… As far as the graffiti writers themselves where
concerned, as Lady Pink points out: ‘We loved them, and yes we
hung out together, but because Haring was so very white he didn’t
run the same kind of risks that we did. The same thing with JeanMichel Basquiat. He tagged up a little bit. But he was definitely
one of these snooty artsy people from a different world. He wasn’t
ghetto.’ (Lewisohn 96)
Owing to the result of possible jealously or from an outright ethical disagreement
undeniably announced by Lady Pink and elucidated by Lewishon, is the selfproclaimed separation of graffiti culture from these two artists justified on
intention. As Wacławek accounts:
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In contrast [to graffiti writers], Basquiat wrote graffiti largely as a
way to arouse interest in his art among curators and dealers, while
Haring formulated his own pictorial vocabulary of simplified icons
primarily, like advertisers, to address the citizenry at large. The
fact that they drew illegally on downtown walls (Basquiat) or in
subway stations (Haring) prior to their successful art world careers
was of little consequence to the culture of writing. (Wacławek 63)
Whether or not issues of consequence can be assessed and agreed upon pertaining
to Basquait’s or Haring’s role in the genre’s development, the underlying question
raised with this type of dissent is as follows: Can contemporary graffiti function in
the citation of a commercial exhibition at all, or does the white wall of the gallery
in fact mark a limit that cannot be transgressed?42 Clearly during this era, graffiti
writers appeared to affirm the latter query, renouncing the gallery as the ultimate
designation. In Wild Style’s pseudo-fictional account of the culture, Lady Pink
explains that while some writers are starting to gain notoriety through mainstream
venues, she does not “think there could really be an end to subway graffiti”
(Ahearn). Such a claim is impelled by a broader consideration of value and its
alteration akin with the different contexts available for exhibition. Although the
gallery served in popularizing the genre within a new social class, critics still
maintain that it did not:

117

appreciate graffiti for its inherent worth. Presented as just another
painting style without analysis of it subcultural affiliations and
illegal status, graffiti displayed on the canvas lost the sense of
movement, immediacy and energy that it held in the public realm.
The very rawness that attracted New York’s high art scene to
graffiti was not transferable to a gallery context. (Wacławek 60)
Instead, “it represents a mysterious culture to a collection of outsiders”
(Wacławek 60). Again, graffiti becomes defined by the reversal of binary
couplings discernable in Wacławek’s language as the outsiders are now the
gallery-going elite. Yet, more significant than just assertions of inherent worth,
declarations such as this, as well as Basquiat’s and Haring’s opting to pursue
gallery representation, affirm an agency of the writers for decision making
concerning either the work made, or the installation site chosen, regardless of
surrounding institutionalized standards and practices. However, it will be this very
self-determination that results in the exposition of yet another of the culture’s
finitudes.
Still seen as a direct transgression against the hegemonic system of
societal ownership and governance, subway graffiti prompted sharp
denouncements that ultimately led to its complete demise. Throughout the 1980s,
New York’s mayor Ed Koch continually implemented new legal injunctions
against the writers in order to deter them from painting on public surfaces.
118

Advanced by Wilson’s and Kelling’s Broken Window Theory, contemporary
graffiti was comprehended as a quality-of-life crime, and that its presence
authorized further, and more dangerous, incursions.43 Contests such as these
concluded with Koch’s “ ‘clean car programme’ ” (Wacławek 54) in 1989. This
ordinance restricted the running of any subway car marked by graffiti writing. In
their faculty for displaying pieces throughout the entire city, subway trains had
been the primary exhibition space during this era. Now that they were barred from
service until being cleaned, this capacity was eradicated, and writers were forced
to find other venues to achieve recognition.
In returning now to the founding thesis of this discussion as posited in
Chapter 1, it becomes apparent that in either of the genre’s aforementioned
ideologies concerning the methodological practices employed for the citation, and
subsequent dissemination of imagery there are several instances of this intrinsic
self-perpetuated self-negation.44 Compelled by either a want to transcend the
divisions between the gallery and the subway or to reify their existences, the
writers of this era, consciously and/or unconsciously, ultimately delimited graffiti
by way of exposing how and where it lost its effectuality. While in the fine art
culture, tags and pieces painted on canvas permit for comparisons to Modernist
works and theories, thus contributing to the designation of their value, they were
also impoverished as they ceased in being “a transformation of the urban
environment, [or] a subversive addition to the cultural landscape of signage”
(Wacławek 60). Perhaps owed to the desired autonomy of art that Modernism was
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understood as pursuing, graffiti’s watershed against it emerged from an avid
affirmation of the writer’s proclaiming his or her absent presence with that
utterance: I was here, where you are now. And thus, the gallery became a
problematizing location for exhibition, exposing one of graffiti’s metaphysical
limits. Yet, just as the counterculture denounced commercialism, returning to its
illicit provenance in public spaces, it again negated itself through inciting such
aggressive injunctions against its practice. However, of importance here are the
underlying contingencies of these boundaries. As long as contemporary graffiti
holds itself in difference, lacking any united ideology concerning its motivations
and methodologies, the culture will continue to work itself towards these
moments of anti-establishing.
Going to print: 1990-2000
As with any marketable commodity owing its assumed inherent worth to
a fashionable trend, contemporary graffiti eventually succumbed to the impulsive
temperament of commercialism as it fell out of favor with the patrons that had
enabled its transcendence from the ghetto to the gallery. This rejection, coupled
with a manifold of legislative and political censures, caused a significant decrease
in the various economic opportunities that had motivated graffiti writing during
the 1980s. Faced with these circumstances, many of the writers who had gained
admissions to private art institutions during early 1990s subsequently turned their
attention to studying photography, graphic design, and film production. Such
proficiencies enabled them to self-manufacture a variety of publications dedicated
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to proliferating the genre in a diversity of manners that had previously not been
considered. Important to these disseminations was their being authored explicitly
by the graffiti writers themselves. Demonstrative of the intrinsic agency of their
producers, these citations, therefore, possess a certain mark of authenticity in their
response to the condemnations the culture became subjected to. Two examples of
this are the now out-of-print magazine On the Go, and the website Art Crimes.
Founded by Steven Powers, a.k.a. ESPO, in 1989, On the Go’s overall
design was influenced by The International Graffiti Times, and the latter
publications methodology of simultaneously offering a catalogue of graffiti
imagery to its reading audience as well as incorporating a socio-political
consciousness employed in the service of fostering a general sense of community
among the broader counterculture.45 However, differing from its predecessor, the
intention motivating the magazine’s publication was “a counterattack to put
writers on the map—to make writers look smart and show them in a little better
light than they were at the moment” (Snyder 151). Similar to what had transpired
in New York during the late 1980s, the graffiti culture of Philadelphia faced both
severe legal and social reprimands. In particular, it was the Anti-Graffiti
Network’s media campaign that proved the most detrimental. As Powers explains
“[i]n Philly they basically sanitized the press…[they] had launched a PR
campaign to make writers look stupid, and inconsequential. They shut down any
sign that writers were doing good things and were trying to do positive things”
(Snyder 151). Against this antagonism, Powers considered the opportunities print
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media offered contemporary graffiti as a method to challenging these fabricated
negations. However, it would be through this counter-media campaign that the
genre would continue its self-perpetuated self-negation.
Originated as a low budget zine being published and read by the small
collective of graffiti writers who contributed to its production, On the Go
eventually developed into a commercial magazine that generated significant
revenue.46 This transformation occurred in 1993 when Powers, and the other
founders were compelled to expand the publication’s content in order to address
the perceived changing needs of its demographic. One instance of this was the
inclusion of a section tilted “Neighborhood Watch” dedicated to informing its
readers about different police tactics and activities currently in use. Another was
the incorporation of the emerging hip hop culture. This latter assimilation was
owed to financial necessity and initially produced beneficial results for both
groups. Not having any marketable commodity to legally promote and sell,
graffiti magazines often lacked the resources needed to sustain the high cost of
printing adequate to displaying graffiti pieces. Hip hop artists and record
promoters resolved this issue by wanting to generate album sales, and
subsequently purchased advertising space within the magazine. As for these
contributors, they were able to further solidify hip hop as a new music genre
through expanding its potential audience to include the graffiti culture. While this
symbiotic relationship enabled On the Go to reach international audiences, it also
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contributed to the already existent contentious relationship between graffiti and
rap.
Fabricated by instances such as Grand Master Flash’s cameo in Wild Style
or the several rap scenes in Style Wars, popular media had been associating the
two cultures for several years prior to On the Go’s ideological and methodological
shift. Historically, the precedent for this cognation was founded on the geographic
actuality that both cultures locate their provenance in the South Bronx of New
York during the late 1970s. Yet, according to the accounts of several writers who
were active during this era, this similarity was merely superficial. As explained by
BIO, “[g]raffiti was outside of hip hop, it exists on its own. It was later on that
people put it together…There were people who were in this movement who were
not into hip hop…They were into the Grateful Dead, Led Zeppelin, Rolling
Stones, and Black Sabbath…[graffiti] is its own institution” (Snyder 26-27).
However, there are other accounts contradicting this position, arguing a deepseated and extensive affiliation between the two cultures as “hip-hop art is
intrinsically tied to graffiti, in everything from graphic design to fashion to
sculpture” (Neer).
Regardless of the accuracies of either claim, significant to this discussion
is the underlying dissension apparent throughout the culture. Perhaps due to
graffiti’s endemic ideological individualism, another facet of its ontology that
critics use to align it with hip hop, there appears a clear resistance in agreeing to
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any set of fixed attributes translatable from one work to the next.47 Instead, the
genre manifests as a heterogeneous mixture actively denying a singular identity.
This action of anti-establishing subsequently reveals another finitude of
contemporary graffiti as its society labors to show how it is/is not integrated with
this particular music industry. Further, just as there is an operative destabilization
at work between hip hop and graffiti cultures, there is also one occurring
regarding the binary coupling between the legality and illegality of the latter.
Returning to On The Go, this upsetting transpired throughout the
magazine’s advertising campaign. While it was printed and sold through
commercial outlets, the magazine’s promoters utilized the subversive tactic of
unauthorized wheat pasting its covers in public areas with the intention of
targeting readers and possible advertisers. Subsequently, legal revenue was
generated illicitly, and the magazine maintained an aura of illegality associated
with the practice of graffiti writing. Demonstrative of Powers’s, as well as the
other staff’s, agency concerning the ideology and methodology of the publication,
this decision appears predicated on the pre-existent metaphysical binary of
societal allowances and prohibitions and a want to call its authenticity into
question. By embracing the prevailing interdictions against contemporary graffiti
and manipulating them in order to propel the magazine and subsequent
counterculture into the mainstream, the writers of On the Go defined the
magazine’s identity as an upsetting of status quo commercialism by propelling the
former into the latter by those very methods that generated the original criticism
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against the culture it represented. While this clearly prompts questions regarding
the ethics of public advertising in general, furthered by the fact that areas which
were pasted with magazine covers were often also layered with legal adverts, it
likewise illustrates how contemporary graffiti was in pursuit of commercial
success while at the same time resisting its rules. Once again, contemporary
graffiti positions itself along a margin it cannot neatly delimit and thereby
expresses another finitude of its ontology. Further, this pursuance ultimately lead
to another self-negation as in “1999 the funds that were barely keeping On the Go
alive dried up and the magazine was discontinued—a fate that some of its
competitors would also soon meet” (Snyder 157).
While partially initiated by a growing ideological separation between the
hip hop and graffiti cultures, On the Go’s demise was also consequential to the
Internet’s cultivation. Not being restrained to a specific geographic location or by
an actual tangibility, the World-Wide-Web’s capacity for producing citations of
graffiti works is significantly more efficient than its predecessors as it allows for
imagery to be accessible from any computer with modem access. Subsequently,
its virtual sites become immediately international or anti-national and serve not
only an archival function, by also as important nexus points for the interchange of
emergent ideas and writing styles. Categorizing its contents by a variety of labels
including: country of origin, date of documentation, general news, interviews,
articles, and links to other websites dedicated to graffiti, Art Crimes offers a
forum for the counterculture that has endured since the site’s launch in 1994.
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Further, it should be considered that while it has maintained its reputation as one
of the principle websites for the advancement of contemporary graffiti, the site
likewise compels many of the critical discourses that On the Go does.
Though not as overt as the legal/illegal dichotomies pervading On the
Go’s advertising methods, Art Crimes, as demonstrated by its name, still relies on
the subversive status of contemporary graffiti for the authentication of its role.
The publishing of information throughout the Internet often lacks the
unlawfulness that the dissemination of unauthorized imagery in the urban
environment possesses. Thus, in order for the former to be perceived according to
the ideology it is claiming to promote, the design of the website must provoke a
similar aesthetic sensation as the contemporary graffiti works displayed on it. Art
Crimes follows this program by using Crimes in its title. Suggestive of activities
warranting condemnation, this term signifies an underlying motivation to retain
the pre-existent negative perceptions of the counterculture and uses this taboo in
defining the website’s ontology. Again, as with On the Go, a legal publication
actively embraced an illegal attribute, demonstrative of how these negative
perceptions were being more and more accepted as well as furthered by the
counterculture in order to solicit viewership and generate a global industry that
would expand “from all-city to all-world” (Snyder 31).
Yet, this retention of illicitness manifests in response to the impact of
changing contexts. While “magazines and websites document illegal activity— …
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the documents of that activity are themselves not illegal. Magazines and websites
take graffiti out of its physical context, and in so doing serve to decriminalize it”
(Snyder 153). Therefore, by altering the context of the works, these citations also
alter their status, illustrating how issues regarding legality and illegality are
derivative of perspective and not content. This, coupled with how these secondary
sites make the actual physical location of the work unencumbering, meaning a
viewer is not required to be in the presence of the original work in order to view
it, could be received as largely advantageous for the genre. However, these
modalities provoke another instance of disagreement as to the correct
actualization of the contemporary graffiti.
On one hand, the use of the internet promotes a sense of inclusion
through distribution, which for artists means invitations to
participate in projects and exhibitions and a much wider audience
base. On the other, while the work can be accessed by a greater
number of people, by virtue of the medium, it also distances the
viewer from it. By mediating a personal engagement with the
work, the internet dilutes the viewing experience. The true gift of
street art as an element of surprise, encountered accidentally,
vanishes. (Wacławek 179)
While the use of terminology such as “true” or “dilutes” demonstrates
Wacławek’s itinerary of promoting contemporary graffiti’s proper ontology as
127

aerosol paint on a public surface, significant to this discussion is the lack of
consensus active not only within the counterculture but also circulating
throughout the critical discourses surrounding it. Again, in the culture’s pursuance
of mainstream institutionalization, it lacks any singular delimited identity, instead
materializing as an un-synthesizable conclusion suspended in a dialectical
framework between consumer driven mass media and a work’s original
appearance in the urban environment.
Just as these issues regarding context reveal occurrences of antiestablishings, so do several alterations of content that transpired throughout the
1990s as well. Often comprehended as a visual and theoretical response to the
cryptic letterforms and elitist ideologies endemic throughout tag derived graffiti
writing practices, as well as this counterculture’s evolving relationship with
mainstream society, works labeled as “street art” employ accessible words and
imagery purposefully to engage the general viewing public. Whereas “[g]raffiti is
a code. Graffiti isn’t easy to decipher unless you’re in the world of the artist. The
whole point of doing graffiti is to encode your name in a very unique style that
not many people can decipher…Street art doesn’t have any of that hidden code;
there are no hidden messages” (Lewisohn 63). These intentions and methods
situate this subgenre of contemporary graffiti at an intersection between popular
media and graffiti cultures from where its artists employ corporatized publicity
strategies to simultaneously infiltrate, by way of image readability, and critique,
by way of what the image displays, those very industries of political and
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commercial capitalism. In such fashions, street art artists disclose their underlying
motivation to destabilize a manifold of conventional binaries and subvert any
presupposed authority these parings may claim on the structuring of contemporary
society. Subsequently, street art functions in a triadic manner, questioning the
ideologies and methodologies of the counterculture it developed from, the
ideologies and methodologies of the popular culture it advances towards, and the
former’s investment in this progression.
With Shepard Fairey’s infamous “Obey” campaign, this problematizing
transpired in a variety of ways. Combining a stenciled black and white image of
the late wrestler Andre the Giant’s face with delineated block lettering reading:
“OBEY,” the work’s appearance is significantly more approachable than the
wildstyle pieces it may juxtapose in the urban landscape (see fig. 11). While
perceivable differences such as this offset the former from the latter, actualizing
the motivating differences between the two, “Obey’s” message appears just as
hostile towards its solicited audience as works of graffiti are perceived to be. For
example, “[a]dded to the mysterious nature of the imagery, with its oblique
symbolism, authoritarian colour schemes of red, white and black, the images often
confused and even angered the public who would regularly mistake the work for
fascist propaganda” (Lewisohn 101). However, for Fairey, the motivation for the
project was “a Dadaist nonsensical joke” (Lewisohn 101), as the imagery offers
no instruction as to whom or what one is to obey. Therefore, the work does not
bare any intention other than “to cause a reaction and provoke a response” (Walde
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38) of ascribing intention and serves as a reminder of the contingency of inherent
meaning and the ease with which signs can be transgressed, refuted, and reinscribed for a manifold of agendas. While, in one instance, “Obey” incites the
general public into fabricating apprehensions about a hegemony that does not
exist, it also contests extant mainstream corporate and political authority by
reversing who authenticates a work’s purpose by confirming the agency of the
viewer, and not a governing figurehead, in his or her role as the provenance for
subsequent readings that images provoke.

Fig. 11. Fairey, Shepard. Obey. UNILD: Music, Lifestlye, Movies and More. Web,
27 June 2013.
Further, this agent viewer also participates in destabilizing the authority of
Fairey as the designator of the work, understanding this term as encapsulating
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both the broader aesthetic dimensions and interconnected relations manifest
between the artist, the art object, and the viewer. Combining opportunities
afforded by the Internet with basic economic practices, Fairey took the innovative
strategy of selling posters and sticker packs of “Obey” on his website:
http://www.obeygiant.com for nominal fees. Now, beyond just an active reading
of the ambiguous image, a viewer may partake in its further dissemination
throughout contemporary society. With apportions such as this facilitating
Fairey’s exposure and subsequent notoriety, an initial inclination may be to relate
them with the studio workshop practices often still utilized by professional artists.
However, this association neglects to realize the authority of the purchaser in that
he or she installs the posters or stickers at his or her discretion, and thus “is the
joint creator of the work” (Bourriaud 99). Here, Fairey’s fame results from an
interdependent collaboration where both participants’ identities are partially
delineated by contributions from the others’ efforts. And, comparable to Marcel
Duchamp’s “ready-mades”, the Romantic conception “of creation” where the
artist is “a pure ‘creator’ relying on crypto-divine inspiration” becomes objected,
re-casting his or her role “as an operator of meaning,” and the work underscored
by “a system of exchanges with social movements” (Bourriaud 92-93). A
pluralizing of authorship such as this contributes to the refutation of the
autonomous graffiti writer and exposes another finitude. As with the
aforementioned alterations in imagery that marked an ontological division within
contemporary graffiti, denoting ideological and methodological differences
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becoming existent between street art and graffiti writing, the overt involvement of
the beholder marks another lack of consensus between these two subgenres where
in the latter denounces the viewer’s significance while the former relies on it. And
it is this prioritizing of the viewer that instigates the transition into the third area
of contemporary graffiti and its subsequent contemporary state.
The plastic explodes: 2001-Contemporary
The institutionalization of contemporary graffiti into a commercialized
industry did not transpire instantaneously resulting from mainstream negations as
the previously considered alterations in the genre had. However, in the
contemporary moment, it undeniably warrants this title. Commanding expensive
prices at auction houses and appearing throughout popular society in books,
television shows, films, and even video games, the counterculture’s
commodification via its citation appears solidified.48
However, according to certain traditionalist ideologies locatable within
both contemporary graffiti and the critical discourses surrounding it as
aforementioned throughout this chapter, such citations lessen the incendiary
nature of the counterculture’s actions, and, subsequently, should be stringently
avoided. Anna Wacławek elucidates: “many writers view graffiti as a rebellion
against a system of consumption, and the fact that their work is free and illegal is
essential to their participation in the subculture” (Wacławek 174). By asserting
that a work’s required modality for consideration as a manifestation of
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contemporary graffiti be “free and illegal” (Wacławek 174), Wacławek’s
statement denounces any transpiring of commercialization. Once the work is
assigned a monetary value, it is inversely legalized and restricted to economic
value systems. Distinct within these value systems are the mechanisms that
generate an object’s worth. For contemporary graffiti, this assignment establishes
itself on the work’s capacity for critiquing the commercial mainstream as
measured by the responses the former incites from the latter. Understood as a
counterculture’s claim of existence and defiance against hegemonic society, a
mark of graffiti gains prestige by the amount and severity of its notice. However,
it is this very attribute that essentializes the work that also facilitates its
assimilation into the mainstream. Given contemporary society’s perpetual interest
in the delimitation of the Other, as a means of reflectively structuring itself, the
pervasive graffiti work, whether a single writer’s body of work or one iconic
image, becomes enveloped in this system from the moment of its appearance.49
Subsequently, once commoditized, graffiti loses its effectiveness as a
transgression ironically owed to how effective its transgression was initially.
Judith Butler discerns a similar problem when considering the potentials for
rebellion afforded by de-structuring the preexistent normative gender
presumptions. She notes, “[j]ust as metaphors lose the metaphoricity as they
congeal through time into concepts, so subversive performances always run the
risk of becoming deadening clichés through their repetition and, most importantly,
through their repetition within commodity culture where ‘subversion’ carries
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market value” (Butler, Gender Trouble, Feminism and the Subversion of Identity
xxii-xxiii).
Underlying both Butler and Wacławek’s observations are the implicit
concerns of claiming and sustaining authenticity. According to Wacławek, the
contemporary graffiti writer substantiates this status by adhering to a rigorous
methodology wherein he or she labors to acquire respect from fellow writers.
Typically writers gain recognition thanks to either copious tags and
throw-ups or artistic talent and skillful pieces. Moreover, the more
outrageous, dangerous or inaccessible a tag’s location, the more
respect the writer acquires. The path to success within the writing
subculture is neither spontaneous nor arbitrary. Acquiring status is
a slow process whereby writers have to convince their peers that
their work is both original and noteworthy. Bypassing these
strategies, the writer can also gain ‘cheap fame’ if immortalized by
the media… However, although this sort of fame is prized, it is not
as respected as working hard to get up – in other words, to diffuse
one’s name anywhere and everywhere. Shortcuts, in the graffiti
world, neither guarantee nor sustain recognition. (Wacławek 27)
As a claim apparent in most texts seeking to legitimize the counterculture,
Wacławek is not alone in this assertion regarding the necessity of the graffiti
writer’s prolificity to insure fame. Yet, this declaration instates another
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institutionalization of a singular ideology by prescribing a specific modus
operandi, which as this discussion posits, stands in opposition to the
counterculture’s ontology. If contemporary graffiti exists authentically as an antiestablishing, then the only procedure the writers could institutionalize would be
the rejection of procedure, and any formulated component of the genre would
consequently always be subverted. Yet, realizing this fundamentalism and
complying with it are distinct issues, and nor does the former ensure the success
of the latter. Given the contemporary favorable socio-cultural environment the
genre currently exists in, the dispersal of tags and imagery throughout the urban
environment proves inadequate to the instigation of transgression. Instead, writers
must begin to reassess the conventions of the genre in order to manufacture
innovative ways to ensure its progress as a provocative gesture. Following this
delineation, those aforementioned works that are highly cited and commercial are
in fact the most successful by rejecting to maintain the counterculture’s outsider
status and refuting the insider/outsider binary coupling that the counterculture had
been subjected to prior. While there are a variety of examples of these
transgressions against the standard procedures of the counterculture, one
particularly relevant to this discussion is the problematic writer Thierry Guetta,
aka “Mr. Brainwash.”
According to the film Exit Through the Gift Shop, Guetta began his foray
into contemporary graffiti society as a compulsive documentary filmmaker
spending several years compiling one of the most extensive video archives of the
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counterculture. Comprised of interviews and footage of writers at work, his films
offer both a personal and privileged vantage into the genre. However, the full
extent of this perspective was not realized when he attempted to compile the
individual clips into a full-length feature. As the film reveals, instead of producing
a coherent documentary, Guetta manufactured “an hour and a half of unwatchable
nightmare trailers” (Banksy, Exit Through the Gift Shop). After viewing Guetta’s
failed attempt, Banksy, understanding the importance of the documentary coupled
with his realization that Guetta had already collected a surplus of enough raw
footage to accomplish its making, suggested Guetta put his camera aside and try
his hand at being an artist. He explains, “I thought… maybe I could have a go at
it. I mean, I don’t know how to make a film but obviously that hadn’t stopped
Thierry, but I needed him out of the way in order to do it so I said why don’t you
go put up some of your posters and make some art, you know, have a little show”
(Banksy, Exit Through the Gift Shop).
Yet, Guetta’s switch from esoteric filmmaker to graffiti artist and his
subsequent “little show,” perturbed the entire counterculture due to his
methodology. Blatantly appropriating the aesthetic styles of Shepard Fairey and
Banksy, as well as employing a team of professional prop builders and designers
to manufacture his works, Guetta’s approach directly circumvents Wacławek’s
prescription, and produces explicit transgressions against the normative practices
of the counterculture (see figs. 12, and 13). Both images utilize a similar
technique, appropriating a famous work of art, transferring it to a black and white
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stencil, and thus modifying the image’s content for an ironically humorous effect.
Beyond just merely passively smirking, the Mona Lisa shoulders a rocket
launcher, and rather than shooting marbles, the Rockwellian children innocently
write on the ground of the canvas. Instead of adhering to that “slow process
whereby writers have to convince their peers that their work is both original and
noteworthy” (Wacławek 27) through “spend[ing] years perfecting their craft,
[and] finding their style” Guetta “seemed to miss out on all those bits” (Banksy,
Exit Through the Gift Shop), and instead, cited the endorsements he received
from Fairey and Banksy in order to generate extensive media attention. As
depicted in the film, Guetta appropriated Banksy’s statement—“Mr. Brainwash is
a force of nature, he’s a phenomenon, and I don’t mean that in a good way”
(Banksy, Exit Through the Gift Shop)—into a bulletin board advertising
campaign. This, coupled with Fairey’s endorsement, which had been posted to
OBEY’s website, gained Guetta the notice of mainstream media resulting in his
being front-page news of LA Weekly. Consequently, his exhibition was a sudden
and immense success being measured in nearly a million dollars in art sales which
left many graffiti writers wondering if the entire event had been an elaborate
hoax.
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Fig. 12. Mr. Brainwash. I Find Beauty Everywhere. 2010. Design you Trust. Paint
on Canvas. Web. 17 April 2014. http://designyoutrust.com/2010/07/mrbrainwash’s-“i-find-beauty-everywhere”-print/

Fig. 13. Banksy, Mona Lisa with Rocket Launcher. 2013. The Stencil Revolution.
Paint on Canvas. Web. 17 April 2014.
http://www.stencilrevolution.com/photopost/2013/04/Mona-Lisa-With-BazookaRocket-by-Banksy.jpg
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While these rejections of contemporary graffiti’s normal protocol appear
as simple ignorance on the part of Guetta as implied in the film, they further
expose two significant finitudes of the culture pertaining to its operations in the
contemporary moment. The first concerns the myth of personal style and the
second regards the long maintained denouncement of corporatization. Guetta’s
overt theft of Banksy’s and Fairey’s aesthetics demonstrates how the
counterculture itself has become objectified and available for citation. As
aforementioned, occurrences of this had transpired previously when mainstream
society began dedicating commercial objects to contemporary graffiti. However,
unique to Guetta was his approach of selling his works as original graffiti pieces,
suggesting that authentic artistry does not require a unique aesthetic as had been
essentially historic. Whereas, in the early 1980s, “[e]very writer would like to be
known as having good style, and most writers devote long hours to practicing a
piece design” (Castlemen 21), in the contemporary moment, the central tactic for
ensuring success relies on fabricating phenomenon. A finitude is exposed here in
the disagreement regarding the importance assigned to style. While more
traditional writers and ideologies uphold the integrity of contemporary graffiti by
way of ascribing legitimization to originality, writers such as Guetta appear to
disregard the former, claiming authenticity through being compared to Banksy,
“to being as good as that,” and “to being accepted” (Banksy, Exit Through the
Gift Shop). Such an ideological shift, coupled with Guetta’s immense success,
demonstrates how the culture’s obsession with style appears unnecessary, and
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subsequently, how contemporary graffiti need not be overly concerned with it. If
there is only a constant borrowing from others, where does the delimitation of a
singular style come from, and how can it maintain itself?
Regarding commercialization, Guetta reveals how contemporary graffiti
ultimately becomes subjected to the same ideologies and methodologies of
corporate market practices it claims to oppose. Two of these manifested here are
an overt reliance on endorsements and repetitious mass production. Concerning
the former, Guetta’s exhibition would not have reached its level of success had it
not been for those solicited comments from Banksy and Fairey. Yet, these
proclamations of support were only effective owed to the pre-existent reputation
of their writers. By 2010, Banky’s and Fairey’s international statuses were well
secured. As for their endorsements, as demonstrated in the film, beyond Guetta’s
petitioning them, neither Banksy nor Fairey fully realized what they were
agreeing to as their words were removed from their original context and
exploited. Just as Guetta stole iconic styles, he also stole statements and
autographs to procure his status in the counterculture. Commercially, such
methodologies are comparable to the authoring of sound bites as witnessed in
practice on most major news networks. Regarding the latter corporative strategy
of mass production, beyond the pervasive repetition of imagery apparent
throughout the entirety of his exhibition, noted at several instances during the
film, is Guetta’s absence from the manufacturing of his work. As Roger Gastman,
one of the promoters for the exhibition, explains: “I’ve never seen someone with
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so much Goddamn art in one art show in my entire life, I haven’t seen group
shows with that much artwork, whatever elves Thierry had making that stuff did a
good job” (Banksy, Exit Through the Gift Shop). In this manner, Guetta assumes
a role more comparable to a project manager than a traditional graffiti writer and
evokes comparisons to Andy Warhol. Banksy posits, “He’s kinda the rightful heir
to Andy Warhol in a way. Andy Warhol made a statement by repeating famous
icons until they became meaningless, but he was extremely iconic in the way he
did it, and Thierry really makes them meaningless” (Banksy, Exit Through the
Gift Shop). With both endorsements and mass production, Guetta exposes a
finitude regarding the genre’s ideology of autonomous self-proclamation as
explicated previously in this chapter. The long-standing myth of the independent
graffiti writer who achieves fame by his or her labor alone collapses becoming
overshadowed by the prescriptive influence and authority of someone’s opinion
about him or her and an assembly line methodology for production analogous to
those used in the manufacturing of commercial objects. Subsequently, both the
writer and the work develop reliances on another industry, and the culture appears
far more dependent than it had before. Again, a discrepancy is perceptible among
the culture regarding the authenticity of these ideologies and methodologies with
one side in support of them and the other denouncing them. As thematically
posited throughout this chapter, such disunions identify contemporary graffiti’s
anti-establishing ontological disposition.
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But, this meaninglessness is the critical meaning of Guetta’s work and is
that characteristic which aligns his practice with the tradition he apparently
subverts. In the contemporary moment, success as a graffiti writer does not appear
predicated on the authenticity of the product, but instead, manifests via the actions
that produce the product. If contemporary graffiti appears authenticated as an
insubordinate revolt against the current hegemonies governing contemporary
culture, Guetta and his work enact the same rebellion against the dominant writers
of the counterculture. Who is more established than Banksy and Fairey? What
better method to transgress the entirety of the industry than to expose it as the
industry it has become? Through such practices, Guetta epitomizes the ideology
of the counterculture being “the voice of the unelected, fighting back against
systems that are imposed on them” (Lewisohn 87). As Bansky explains: “I don’t
think Theirry played by the rules in some ways, but then, there aren’t suppose to
be any rules” (Banksy, Exit Through the Gift Shop).

Part 3: A Prescriptive Influence
Examples such as these serve to highlight discrepancies pervasive
throughout the relationships existing between contemporary graffiti and
mainstream cultures in order to demonstrate a neglected need for the former to
either reevaluate its ideologies and methodologies directed toward the latter and
the urban environment or to embrace these citations as primary sites for their
intentions. However, while this secondary option appears profitable, both
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ideologically and financially as exemplified by Guetta, it warrants caution. While
commercialization ensures expanding a writer’s audience and the subsequent
potential for achieving fame, it also repositions the work into consumerist
registers, subjecting it to a variety of power dynamics. A tag reproduced on the
cover of a book or a website does not remain “contained within the culture that
understands and does it,” nor can that culture reject “connecting with the masses”
(Lewisohn 15) when it claims achieving notoriety as its primary intention.
Instead, it will be those masses that designate fame either through reinforcing
contemporary graffiti’s outsider, or counterculture status, or by assimilating it
further into the mainstream by heterogeneity of commercial appropriations.
Albeit, any writer initiates his or her career on the street, in the contemporary,
achieving fame is complicated beyond a correlational response to the amount of
walls or train cars a writer bombs. Instead, it is ensured through being selected by
the magazine or graphic design firm, and subsequently, it is these institutions that
apply a persuasive control over the creation of original graffiti works. One such
occurrence appears in the proliferation of certain styles and techniques. While
commercial publications serve to achieve maximum exposure for the writer, they
also catalogue the types or works that are gaining recognition. This produces an
almost prescriptive influence over aspiring writers in his or her pursuit of the
same. This trend becomes discernable with the recent exponential use of
stenciling correlating with the notoriety of Banksy. Then, there are the
aforementioned implications regarding the legal or illegal status of the work.
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While these are only two examples in an extensive list, they announce that
regardless of where the work appears, there is little doubt as to the significance of
how it reappears. Yet these relocations are not free from the difficulties of
consumerism either according to Krauss.
But every material support, including the site itself – whether art
magazine, dealer’s fair booth, or museum gallery – will not be
leveled, reduced to a system of pure equivalency by the
homogenizing principle of commodification, the operation of pure
exchange value from which nothing can escape and for which
everything is transparent to the underlying market value for which
it is a sign. (R. Krauss 15)
While dependencies on the mainstream may unsettle writers who claim
indifference or distain for it, thus echoing attitudes similar to Skeeme as he
explains: “It’s for me, it’s not for nobody else to see. I don’t care ‘bout nobody
else seeing it… All the other people who don’t write, they’re excluded, I don’t
care about them… It’s for us” (Silver and Chalfant); it cannot be dismissed that
Skeeme makes this declaration through a popular media and that his status
augmented due to Silver’s and Chalfant’s interest in him as well as the larger New
York graffiti culture of the late 1970s and early 1980s. Nor, can it be disregarded
that modern graffiti, as a self-perpetuated self-negation, instigated such interests.
As Martha Cooper recounts, when she was working as a fledgling photographer
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for the New York Post in 1977, she began driving through the lower east side
looking for supplemental photo opportunities in order to finish the roll of film she
was shooting. It was during one such trip that a boy she had photographed earlier
approached her asking: “ ‘why don’t you photograph graffiti?’ He explained he
was sketching his nickname “HE3,” and showed me how he had painted it on a
wall” (Cooper and Chalfant 6).
Although the specific modality of the graffiti photograph will be
considered in the subsequent chapter, significant to the overall thesis of this
discussion concerns the manner in which such commercialized citations reveal an
underlying ideology of self-perpetuated self-negation; wherein, the genre delimits
where it ceases to manifest while ensuring its ensuing contra-community.
Whether a kaleidoscopic mural on the side of a subway car, or an ambiguous
poster pasted on the backside of a traffic sign, or a magazine publication sold in a
Zine shop, or a documentary film, graffiti always anti-establishes itself by
actively denying a singular ideology and materiality through continually placing
itself in difference to itself and to the critical discourses surrounding it. Yet, as
elucidated by these aforementioned historical instances, such performances do not
constitute the work, or its intention. The tag, pervasively installed throughout the
urban landscape, manifests in aerosol paint executed with the motive to gain the
notice of other writers and/or the mainstream. However, considering these
dissimilar ideologies, this is no more than another disunion and division, another
tracing of a limit the genre shares with itself and another beholder. Subsequently,
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the community of contemporary graffiti does not “arise from the domain of work.
One does not produce it, one experiences or one is constituted by it as the
experience of finitude” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community 31).
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Chapter 3: The Non-indexical Graffiti Photograph
-It is through the photographs that I know them. Richard Avedon (Sontag 121)

Part 1: An Anti-Documentary Agenda
To reiterate, the founding assertion of this discussion propounds that the
predominant ontology of contemporary graffiti manifests itself as an antiestablishing. As demonstrated, observable throughout the genre’s ideologies and
subsequent methodologies regarding its pursuance of fame, there occurs a
manifold of discrepancies that continually resolve the counterculture as indifference to itself. Beyond the culture’s fledging forays into gallery exhibition
spaces, Basquiat’s and Haring’s tentative relations between mainstream
commercialism and other graffiti writers of their generation marks one of the
initial emergences of this internalized conflict. Neither completely accepted by
one or the other, both graffiti artists and their work positioned themselves in a
simultaneous complementary and contradictory position that, through being both
supportive and subversive to the more traditional practices of either society,
complicated the operations and delineations of both. While for the commercial
gallery, this appeared as another continuance in the lineage of pluralism that had
developed throughout the 1970s; for contemporary graffiti, Basquiat and Haring
denounced the culture’s singular ideology of counter-commercialism. Posited by
this discussion as one exemplar of the occurring self-perpetuated self-negations of
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the genre, their work and legacies ultimately allowed for the emergence of what
would become labeled “street art” and revealed a restless un-finalize-ability
inherent within the spirit of the counterculture. A similar disposition also
presented itself in the work of the New York subway train writers who, through
an overt competitiveness among themselves, ultimately expanded the aesthetics of
their pieces to grander prominences than had been achieved prior. However, this
prodigiousness would also be salient in engendering their demise, provoking
Mayor Koch to enact a variety of legislative restrictions and penalties against the
writers and their illicit work.50
Yet, a modality of un-finalize-ability is that of being non-resolvable, and
the writers subsequently expressed this attribute tacitly, adapting to the
injunctions by authoring self-publications as well as initiating another precarious
relationship with the emergent hip hop culture. By disseminating the genre
through more commercialized outlets, these transformations familiarized the
ideologies and methodologies of contemporary graffiti writing to a broader
audience beyond the Eastern seaboard of the United States, and ultimately
resulted in inspiring new writers to inscribe public surfaces with their own
esoteric lettering and designs. But, these were not overt appropriations and
recontextualizations. Instead, they generated other instances of anti-establishings
as Brazilian writers rejected wildstyle lettering in favor of more regional motifs,
and the counterculture found itself in an exponentially lacking correspondence
with hip hop society’s perpetuated imagery and agenda of promoting violence,
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gangs, and the selling and use of illegal drugs. Further, this overall ideology of
endemic ambivalence began to overtly manifest within the works themselves, for
example when Shepard Fairey designated the authorship of his work as a
collaborative between himself and the work’s installer. By contesting the
historically assumed authority of the author as sole creator of his or her work,
Fairey differentiated himself from other writers who still adhered to that more
traditional methodology. However, absent of any singular constitution
transferable between geographic and/or socio-economic regions, contemporary
graffiti still sustained its simultaneous denouncement of and aspiration for
commercialized fame.
Ultimately, achieving commercial success subjected the counterculture to
a multifarious host of citations that, beyond merely disseminating works to larger
audiences, also transformed the pieces through administrating how the genre was
encountered. Whether being the objective of a rollerblading-tag-writer avatar in
the video game Jet Set Radio or the topic of large format art books containing
anthologies of imagery dedicated to one particular writer or an era of writing,
contemporary graffiti was no longer encountered solely as aerosol paint or a
poster in the urban environment as these materialisms were subordinated beneath
the importance of expanding the works’ availability. This latter characteristic,
endowed further by the open source capabilities of the Internet, prompted the
subsequent practice of intercultural appropriation wherein writers began to
replicate preceding styles, techniques, and motifs in the self-service of achieving
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recognition. Capitalizing on this methodology, Thierry Guetta demonstrated the
genre’s predicament when he achieved success through comparison and
endorsements of, and not based on the originality of his works. Just like many of
the other countercultures subsumed by mainstream commercialism, contemporary
graffiti metamorphosed into a social network predicated on whom one knew and
with what other work he or she was familiarized.51
As previously theorized, these marketizations of contemporary graffiti
reveal the culture’s penchant for exposing its finitudes. Adversely opposed to any
singular ideology or methodology, denouncing and encouraging mainstream
involvement (either through gallery exhibitions, professional publications, or the
music industry), or just generally questioning and problematizing the authority of
the author as well as the concept of object-hood and originality, contemporary
graffiti self-perpetually self-negates itself by internally subverting any attempt at
manufacturing a delimited and unifying constitution. Such action manufactures
the broader contra-community wherein each manifestation sits in-difference to
others and yet is connected through that difference.
Further, the transpiring of these anti-establishings are interconnected with
the longstanding agenda of achieving recognition insofar as the two intersect at
the critical juncture of documentation. For the graffiti writer, fame results from
being acknowledged by others, and subsequently, he or she relies on augmenting
public exposure in order to achieve this program. The apparatus most conducive
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for this is the photograph; and therefore, most writers develop and maintain a
discernable reliance on photography throughout their careers. As asserted prior in
Chapter 2 of this discussion, contemporary graffiti works are fabricated as
ethereal and temporal modalities when manifesting in the urban environment.
Therefore, the works necessitate documentation of themselves so as to maintain a
visual presence and bolster the fame of the writer. Lewisohn explains, “[t]he
documentation of graffiti is also important for graffiti writers… Due to its
transitory nature, graffiti must be photographed as soon as it’s finished. If a writer
paints the outside of a train, for example, the painting may well be washed or
‘buffed’ away the next day” (Lewisohn 46). Yet, as previously exemplified in the
case of Pichação-style graffiti, it is often via this practice that the culture
differentiates itself from itself, disclosing its ontology of dissent and
disparateness.52 Thus, as a provenance for both trajectories, the graffiti
photograph requires a thorough consideration.
Also, as this discussion concerns itself with evaluating as well as
broadening both the counterculture and the critical discourses surrounding it, it
poses the question: can the photograph generate new graffiti practices, or at
minimum, elucidate certain already existing modalities in ways advantageous to
this purpose? However, in order to investigate what such an inquiry and
speculation would produce while maintaining the philosophical correspondences
with the authors critical to this discussion’s thesis, it becomes necessary to
reevaluate the photograph as something other than an indexical sign.
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Part 2: Beyond the Index
The graffiti photograph, first appearing during the early 1970s in
publications such as Print and The New York Times, yields an archive of imagery
constructing a history as expansive as the works they document. Yet, it is a
history that was not initiated by graffiti cultures. Instead, it progressed indebted to
commercial media, and thus the photographs produced accommodate themselves
to journalistic practices more than establishing the individuality of a single writer.
Consider for example Marshal Swerman’s photography in Patricia Conway’s
article Subway Graffiti: The Message from Underground (see fig. 13).
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Fig. 13. Swerman, Marshall. Photograph of a station wall originally published as
an illustration in Patricia Conway’s article: “Subway Art: The Message from
Underground.” 1973. First published in Print May/June 1973. Fine Art America.
Photograph. Web. 16 Mar. 2013.
Other than compositionally isolating a singular tag, drawing explicit
attention to the personalized style and lettering of a work so as to promote the
notoriety of the writer, the photograph presents a multiplicity of tags imbricated in
a dialogic exchange giving both a metaphoric and literal common scene of the
culture. Yet, this does not suggest that photographs such as these were dismissed
as unimportant to promoting the status of a writer. Having his or her work
documented, published, and subsequently disseminated by different media awards
fame, and thus “[w]riters constantly scan newspapers, hoping to find a photograph
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of a subway train in which one of their pieces ‘comes out’” (Castlemen 79).
Further, if located, these “[w]riters whose work appears in newspapers keep the
clippings in scrapbooks or carry them with them to show other writers”
(Castlemen 79). However, during this time, most writers gave slight consideration
to photographing their works themselves primarily due in part to the MTA’s lax
position regarding graffiti writing in general. For example, “[t]he actual offense,
the Transit Authority police said is classed as a violation because it is barred only
by the Transit Authority rules, not by law” (Charles 37). Consequently, many
pieces existed for several years prior to being painted over. Nevertheless, these
circumstances changed in 1974 when the New York transit system began cleaning
trains. Thus, “as pieces ran for shorter and shorter durations, flicks became the
only way to record (and boast of) one’s feats” (Snyder 149).53
This effectuated a significant alteration to the role of photography’s
participation in graffiti cultures. Prior to what would become the “Clean Train
Movement,” (New York City’s most comprehensive injunction against
contemporary graffiti writing) photographs were altogether unnecessary.54 Writers
could simply frequent popular counterculture meeting places such as what became
known as the “Writer’s Bench” in the subway station at 149th street in New York
or congregate alongside the train lines to boast his or her exploits and see which
works were on the forward edge of pioneering style and technique. Once the
initiative to keep public surfaces absent of graffiti became legally
institutionalized, photographs became essential for ensuring the success of these
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agendas. But the journalistic image proved insufficient. A grainy black and white
image of a multitude of diverse tags covering a wall or the side of a train car often
published as an illustration for an article lacks both the composition and color
conducive to bolstering a writer’s status through exhibiting his or her aesthetic
abilities. Therefore, the modality of the photograph changed. It became
refabricated for documenting, and showcasing, these attributes plainly.
Compositions omitted anything superfluous, focusing on a singular tag or piece,
and the employment of color film, such as Kodachrome, was necessitated in order
that the photographed work could be assessed by the same aesthetic criteria it
would be subjected to in its original state. However, the subsequent issue of
capability arose from these requisites and compelled graffiti culture’s reliance on
secondary participants, in particular: professional photographers.
While in the contemporary, the documentation of a singular graffiti work
is customarily practiced by the writers due to the prevalence of affordable
photography equipment and the low cost of image processing, substantially
expedited with the advent of digital media. During the mid 1970s and throughout
the 1980s, most graffiti writers did not possess the resources to author such an
archive. Therefore, the solicitation of assistance from mainstream professional
photographers became mandatory. Martha Cooper explains her initial
involvement resulting from such circumstances.
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The kids had always tried to take photos of their trains, but they
did not have professional camera equipment. They usually had
cardboard cameras, and could only get a little fuzzy shot. But the
pictures were what they showed around to their friends. The
pictures were the evidence. So the photos were always important. I
was able to tap into the fact that they wanted pictures and because
my pictures were better, they wanted me to take them. (Lewisohn
37)
Beyond illustrating popular society’s predisposition to categorize graffiti actions
and work as illicit, using terms such as “evidence” demonstrates several agencies
inherent to the photograph itself, in particular, its capacity “to confer importance”
(Sontag 28). Whether documenting mainstream celebrities, political leaders, the
poor and destitute, or even a candid moment, photographs “accord value to their
subjects. But the meaning of value itself can be altered” (Sontag 28). Regarding
the graffiti photograph, and the value it accredits both to itself and to the
documented work, beyond just being the “incontrovertible proof that a given thing
happened, … the camera record incriminates” (Sontag 5). Ideologies such as this
motivated the compiling of various visual archives by anti-graffiti organizations
such as The National Graffiti database in the United Kingdom with its intentions
to “eradicate graffiti” by “providing evidence-packing for the Crown Prosecution
Service” (National Graffiti Database).
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Further, as proof of an event’s occurrence, the photograph’s ontology can
be posited as “a thin slice of space as well as time” (Sontag 22) that effectively
delimits its subject, “conferring on the event a kind of immortality” (Sontag 11).
This standing arises owing to the photograph’s faculty for removing its subject
from temporal succession, allowing its transference into the contemporary, and its
subsequent examination. Regarding the role of the photograph within
contemporary graffiti cultures, while denouncers of such recontextualizations
assert the photograph as an overly mediating apparatus, detracting from the
unique authenticity a work maintains while located in the urban environment,
Cooper defends its necessity and overall contribution.55
I would ask whether if the pictures weren’t available, would a lot
of what has happened now have happened? Because the photos,
both Henry’s and mine, enabled people to view details in ways that
you simply couldn’t see before. The only way to view these pieces
and study the details, is by looking at the photographs. That’s why
Subway Art struck this immediate chord with kids all over the
world, because they were able to study what these pieces looked
like. So you can’t underestimate the importance of photography in
the movement. (Lewisohn 37)
Underscoring the overall divergences of judgments either favorable or
disagreeable to the contemporary graffiti photograph, there exists the mutual issue
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that the secondary document persists in keeping the graffiti work in the present in
some mode of existence or other. As to the overall thesis of this discussion, such
fabrications are continuances of contemporary graffiti’s self-perpetuated selfnegations insofar as these documentations restrict the graffiti writer’s ability to
negate his or her writing by authoring tags and pieces within the dynamic urban
landscape. Instead of the writer’s work being eclipsed beneath other tags or being
eradicated by a cleaning crew, it transcends this future via reformations that
discernably evoke instances of anti-establishings. This occurs as any ideological
agreement regarding the legitimacy of the photograph actively fails to coalesce.
Analogous to the differential modalities of graffiti works, this auxiliary practice
and culture appears committed to the same agenda as the former: to expose
contemporary graffiti’s finitudes by laboring inconclusively on either side of these
concerns. Such actions contribute to the genre’s contra-community.
However, the photographic facilitation of presence, secondary or
otherwise does not manifest absent of biases as “[d]ocumentation is not a neutral
list of facts” (Antin 20). Susan Sontag considers such issues when she evaluates
the proscriptive capacity of the photographer. Instead of his or her role as an
“acute, but non-interfering observer… people quickly discovered that nobody
takes the same picture of the same thing,” and thus “the supposition that cameras
furnish an impersonal, objective image yielded to the fact that photographs are
evidence not only of what’s there but of what an individual sees, not just a record
but an evaluation of the world” (Sontag 88). Evaluations are actions administered
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by someone on something or someone else, and the estimation of photography’s
evaluative capabilities elucidated the fact that “there was not just a simple, unitary
activity called seeing (recorded by, aided by cameras) but ‘photographic seeing,’
which was both a new way for people to see and a new activity for them to
perform” (Sontag 88-89).
One component of this performance entails subjecting the photograph and
by extension those things photographed, to its context of exhibition, and as
demonstrated in Chapter 2 of this discussion, these contexts diversify according to
a variety of social practices. Also, comparable to the disagreements between the
favoring and the castigation of contemporary graffiti photography maintaining the
commonality that the document keeps the work in the present although in a
mediated sense, these different contexts similarly overall demonstrate the
contingency of meaning by way of how these photographs are used. Sontag
observes a similar factuality when reviewing W. Eugene Smith’s photographs of
the inhabitants of the Japanese fishing village of Minamata who were succumbing
to mercury poisoning. While all imagery of the same tragedy, they appear
“different on a contact sheet, in a gallery, in a political demonstration, in a police
file, in a photographic magazine, in a general news magazine, in a book, on a
living-room wall,” and subsequently “these situations suggests a different use for
the photographs but none can secure their meaning (Sontag 106). Noting a
comparative philosophy to Wittgenstein’s assessment that the meaning of a word
is in its use, she ascribes a similar modality to the photograph and conclusively
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states that: “it is in this way that the presence and proliferation of all photographs
contributes to the erosion of the very notion of meaning” (Sontag 106). Before
investigating the broader ramifications of what such erosion involves, it is
necessary to first analyze how contexts subject graffiti photography to different
mediations.
In 1977, Martha Cooper, who was working as a staff photographer for the
New York Post, was driving through the Lower East Side documenting its youth
culture. This activity culminated in her befriending the young graffiti writer HE3,
who suggested that she photograph graffiti. Having studied anthropology in
graduate school, she became interested in “capturing the art of graffiti within the
context of the culture” (Cooper and Chalfant, Subway Art, 25th Anniversary
Edition 6), and therefore began explicitly documenting the writers. This
ultimately led to her meeting the writer Dondi, who would be significantly
influential in her gaining entrance to the counterculture. As she explains
“[b]ecause I expressed so much interest in graffiti, HE3 offered to introduce me to
a ‘King,’ who turned out to be Dondi” (Cooper and Chalfant, Subway Art, 25th
Anniversary Edition 6). According to Cooper, Dondi recognized her name from
the New York Post on account that she had inadvertently photographed one of his
pieces in the background of one of her published photographs. Their meeting
provided Cooper with a more comprehensive access to, and understanding of, the
counterculture as Dondi explained the variety of graffiti terminology and
introduced her to other writers. Also, beyond just photographing a writer with his
160

or her finished works, Cooper became interested in documenting the different
writing techniques and processes. In order to accomplish this, she spent the night
in the New Lots Yards photographing Dondi and another writer named Duro paint
an entire car in what graffiti writers call a whole car, top-to-bottom piece.56
Following that night, she began driving to the Bronx scouting locations where she
could best photograph the trains when they left the yards in the morning.
This turned into obsessive behavior, as I was soon getting up
before dawn to catch the morning rush and sometimes spending
five hours standing in the middle of a vacant lot in the Bronx
trying for the perfect shot that combined good light with a great
piece and an interesting contextual background. As the Bronx was
then full of burned-out buildings, this was a fairly risky endeavor.
(Cooper and Chalfant, Subway Art, 25th Anniversary Edition 6)
Personal well-being aside, Cooper continued to document the contemporary
graffiti culture, compiling one of the earliest, personal, as well as most extensive
catalogues of that time. However, she was not the only photographer invested in
this genre.
Having grown disinterested with the conceptual ideology that governed
the majority of professional art making practices during 1970s, Henry Chalfant
ceased working as a sculptor and devoted his time to “watching the flourishing
and rapidly evolving art on New York City’s subways, which provided the more
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expressionistic visual experience that [he] was missing in the galleries” (Cooper
and Chalfant, Subway Art, 25th Anniversary Edition 7). This observant activity
involved a unique photographic technique; wherein, he sequentially photographed
the sides of train cars while they idled at stations. By overlapping and splicing the
photographs posteriorly in his studio, Chalfant would fabricate long panoramic
images that documented the entirety of the graffiti pieces in a manner that
retained their original composition. These he would then mount on museum
boards and exhibit in commercial galleries. It was at one of these exhibitions that
he met Martha Cooper, and the two began a professional relationship that would
culminate in the publication of the large format art book Subway Art.
After we met, Marty and I often talked and shared information.
Each of us had plans to make a book. After beating our heads
against the wall alone, we finally decided to pool our resources and
try to do a book together. We realized that our ways of
approaching graffiti were completely different and complementary,
since Marty was a professional photographer and her photos
revealed the ambience and the context of the art on the trains,
while my method of photomontage emphasized the artworks
themselves. (Cooper and Chalfant, Subway Art, 25th Anniversary
Edition 7)
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These stylistic differences pervade their text, producing a comprehensive
vantage into the counterculture that had yet to be offered publicly at the time of
the book’s original release in 1984. Whether a candid photograph of Lady Pink
holding her pet Chihuahua while posing next to her vast supply of aerosol paint or
a double page layout of subway train cars consecutively refabricated, Subway Art
permitted for the simultaneous commercialization and preservation of
contemporary graffiti while confirming the obligatory role of the photographer as
principle to both agendas. However, it remains within these differences both how
and where a viewer’s encounter with graffiti becomes significantly mediated by
and subjected to the personal predilection of the photographer as well as the
historical context in which the work originally manifested.
As examples, consider the two following images from their text (see figs.
14, and 15). The first, taken by Martha Cooper, corroborates her aforementioned
claims of a working methodology that mediates the encounter of the work by
preferring specific times of day and locations conducive for documenting the
counterculture. In the morning, a pedestrian idly stands reading a newspaper
while waiting at a subway station presumably located somewhere outside of
downtown Manhattan. Beyond the caption partially substantiating this perception,
reading: “180th Street station platform, the Bronx, 1980” (Cooper and Chalfant,
Subway Art, 25th Anniversary Edition 95), the remainder becomes evidenced by
the low angle of sunlight and the shadows casting across the platform, coupled
with the absence of skyscrapers in the background.
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Fig. 14. Cooper, Martha. 180th Street station platform, the Bronx. 1980. First
published in Subway Art. Living Walls: Martha Cooper, First Lady of graffiti
photography visits Living Walls, Debbie Michaud. Creative Loafing Atlanta.
Web. 26 June 2014.
Cooper’s compositional sensibilities reveal themselves in the asymmetrically
balanced image that comprises an irregular pentagonal visual path traceable from
the pedestrian following back into pictorial space as it progresses along the metal
railing that she leans against before advancing vertically up the narrowly in-frame
staircase, then diagonally along the platform’s roof as it angles down to the façade
of the painted train car before returning laterally along the falling shadows back to
the I-beam where the pedestrian stands. While a skillful example of straight
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photography, subsequently assigning itself to the larger archive of imagery and
techniques originated by Alfred Stieglitz, the photograph also evokes a similar
socio-political commentary akin to his iconic The Steerage.57 By way of the
shadows, the pedestrian and the graffiti work conflate as the two are visually
tethered together, suggestive of their being equated. Albeit, this discussion does
not seek to catalogue every possible occurrence of such manifestations within
Cooper’s photography, it remains advantageous to realize such underlying
intimations in service of assessing instances of graffiti’s mediation. Here, the
graffiti pieces comprise part of the overall scene, neither being completely
accentuated nor diminished; but instead, naturalized in its context of origin. This
latter act of designation is furthered by the apparent apathy of the pedestrian
reinforcing the event’s commonality.
The second example, taken by Henry Chalfant, employs a completely
different aesthetic from Cooper’s by compositionally isolating a singular piece,
omitting any superfluous detail. This aggressively clinical recording method lends
itself to retaining the qualities and details of the original work in a modality
enabling a more thorough examination of writing styles and techniques.
Subsequently, and analogous to Cooper, Chalfant utilized his photographs to
further his access to the contemporary graffiti culture as they provided concise
imagery a writer could use to boast about his or her latest exploits.
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Several years after I had begun to photograph pieces on trains, I
met some graffiti writers at the “writers bench” in the 149th Street
station in the Bronx, where kids used to gather to watch trains,
compare stories, exchange black books, and plan future excursions
to paint… Through them I got to know other writers from all over
the city, and we began a very good working relationship that was
to last for years. I would supply pictures and they would let me
know what was going on. (Cooper and Chalfant, Subway Art, 25th
Anniversary Edition 7)
He continues, explaining how the writers would leave messages on his answering
machine informing him of what they had painted, and on what train line it was
going to run. “Armed with such information, I knew where to go to catch the
piece. I was always working against time, since I could never be sure if a piece
would remain intact for very long” (Cooper and Chalfant, Subway Art, 25th
Anniversary Edition 7). Such an awareness of contemporary graffiti’s inherent
ephemerality would appear responsible for the type of photographs he took
insofar as they preserved the pieces, although in a mediated fashion as they are
cropped, spliced, and arranged for exhibition.
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Fig. 15. Chalfant, Henry. Photographs of three train pieces Pod 2near Sub. 1980.
Gli Slave. 1980. Mare Seen Kurl. 1981. First published in Street Art. 25th
Anniversary Edition of “Subway Art” by Beare Kroissenbrunner. Miss. Web. 26
June 2014.
While serving as exemplifications of Antin’s claim that “[a]ll ‘description
is a form of creation” (Antin) both Cooper’s and Chalfant’s portfolios also contain
a tacit antiquatedness that complicates Snyder’s appraisal of the photographic
capacity to make “ephemeral graffiti pieces permanent, allowing writers to view
the work of others without attachment to a specific place or time” (Snyder 148).
This transpires via those very attributes the professional photograph was sought
for: clarity and detail. Both images are of New York subways, yet such a scene
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has not been observable since the late 1980s. Also, Cooper’s photograph further
illustrates its age predicated on the pedestrian’s attire. Details such as these
operate as reminders that “the potential disembodiment of the photograph
functions not to eradicate the importance of time and place” (Buskirk 224); but
instead to demarcate, and subsequently emphasize the historical context of the
moment captured. Thus, while Cooper “shot in the spirit of historic preservation”
realizing that “the photos would last longer than the pieces” (Lewisohn 37), this
circumvention of the original graffiti piece’s loss keeps the past in the present as a
past.58
Such retention on the part of the image’s viewer requires his or her
knowing both of and about the past. One is aware of the historical facticity of
such styles of clothing or other recorded details that locate the image originating
at a point in time prior to the contemporary. While such an activity comprises a
component of the ontological being of Heidegger’s Da-sein insofar as “the being
of Da-sein is historical” (Heidegger, Being and Time 359), for Sontag such an
awareness becomes accentuated by the apparatus of the photograph and begins to
psychologically affect the viewer by invoking laments over the loss of what has
past.59 As she explains: “[i]t is a nostalgic time right now, and photographs
actively promote nostalgia” (Sontag 15). Initially, the graffiti culture’s nostalgia
for these works provided for the professional photographers’ entrance into their
roles as documenters of the counterculture, and illustrated the writers’ awareness
of the existing possibilities, and ultimate eradication, that their pieces faced.
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Again, to employ Heideggerian terminology: the graffiti work is always
positioned towards its death, and the photograph, as a preserver, acts as a
“memento mori. To take a photograph is to participate in another person’s (or
thing’s) mortality, vulnerability, mutability. Precisely by slicing out this moment
and freezing it, all photographs testify to time’s relentless melt” (Sontag 15). If,
for Heidegger’s Da-sein, to comprehend what it means to exist authentically
entails confronting, (so as to establish significance for) the reality that time is
finite and concludes in death, then for the graffiti writers as well as their works,
the photograph exemplifies such a confrontation; and as posited by this
discussion, maintains the authenticity of graffiti’s ontology by perpetually
demonstrating the works’ finitudes by reminding a viewer of their perpetual
absences.

Part 3: An Inventory of Mortality
How does the photograph accomplish these tasks? What in its ontology
permits for its exercising reminders of what has been? Fundamentally, the
photograph differentiates itself from other documentations owed to the mechanics
of its physical qualities. Unlike paintings, sculptures, lithographs, or any of the
other plastic arts which are “interpretation[s] of the real; it [the photograph] is
also a trace, something directly stenciled off the real, like a footprint or a death
mask… a photograph is never less than the registering of an emanation (light
waves reflected by objects) (Sontag 154). Sontag’s terminology noticeably
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corresponds to the ideologies put forward by Rosalind Krauss in her Notes on the
Index: Part 1. As Krauss states, “[e]very photograph is the result of a physical
imprint transferred by light reflections onto a sensitive surface. The photograph is
thus a type of icon, or visual likeness, which bears an indexical relationship to its
object” (R. E. Krauss, Notes on the Index: Part 1 203). The analogous positions
such theorizations maintain regarding the object produced by photography’s
methodologies become problematized when expanding their analysis to
incorporate more than the mere formal attributes of the image itself. Here, a
critical divergence becomes apparent, and its comprehension will be
advantageous to the overall thesis of this discussion by simultaneously reinforcing
contemporary graffiti’s being as an anti-establishing, as well as facilitating new
assessments of several current graffiti writers’ works. However, before
considering these outcomes, this difference arising from the examination into the
ideological constitutions of the photograph becomes necessary to review.
In order for Krauss to assert her claims, she incorporates Marcel
Duchamp’s Large Glass into her discussion, arguing its legitimacy as a type of
photograph. Initially, she posits this equivalence based on several shared physical
characteristics. Both are surfaces constructed by an indexical imprinting, and both
suspend this imprint as a material substance across the pictorial ground in order to
fabricate an image. Yet, it is her analysis of the ideology behind and the
methodology of the caption that significantly solidifies her comparison.
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The notes for the Large Glass form a huge, extended caption, and
like the captions under newspaper photographs, which are
absolutely necessary for their intelligibility, the very existence of
Duchamp’s notes—their preservation and publication—bears
witness to the altered relationship between sign and meaning
within this work. (R. E. Krauss, Notes on the Index: Part 1 205)
Citing Walter Benjamin’s claim that “[f]or the first time, captions have become
obligatory,” she concludes that “[t]he photograph heralds a disruption in the
autonomy of the sign. A meaninglessness surrounds it which can only be filled in
by the addition of a text” (R. E. Krauss, Notes on the Index: Part 1 205). Such
explicit reliance on written supplementations appear to contradict the primacy of
the image itself as argued by Henry Berger’s claim that “seeing comes before
words” (Davis); and subsequently, relocates the photograph into the poststructuralist discourses that designate the inherent meaning of any sign as a
product of continuous chains of signification and perpetual recontexualizations.
Assessed in this manner, Krauss notes the underlying parallel between the
photograph and the Duchampian Readymade as described by Duchamp himself:
“[i]t was to be a ‘snapshot’ to which there was attached a tremendous arbitrariness
with regard to meaning, a breakdown of the relatedness of the linguistic sign” (R.
E. Krauss, Notes on the Index: Part 1 205). Ultimately, such designation
concludes with her prioritizing the methods of production that both the
Readymade and the photograph employ via the necessitated moment of selection
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they both require. Both result from a choice made by the artist/photographer, and
it is that choice which assigns the object/image its aesthetic value, not what is
visualized, in and by, the object/image. Or, in other words, it simply does not
matter what the image depicts. The aestheticized object “is a sign which is
inherently ‘empty,’ its signification a function of only this one instance,
guaranteed by the existential presence of just this object. It is the meaningless
meaning that is instituted through the terms of the index” (R. E. Krauss, Notes on
the Index: Part 1 206).
For the contemporary graffiti photograph, while beholden to the same
actuality as any other photograph, its intention to preserve the graffiti piece in
service of acquiring recognition and correlating fame for the writer and/or to
respond to the nostalgia pervading the counterculture indebted to the ephemerality
characteristic of its methodologies, prioritizes the content over the merely
indexical, proclaiming the singular importance of what is inscribed on the
photograph’s surface. Chalfant’s meticulously fabricated subway cars are not the
result of an arbitrary act of selection but are the tactile embodiments of his
conceptualized approach to documenting the entirety of a graffiti piece. If his
subjects had not warranted panoramas, then his images would not exist in their
current manifestations. Thus, for Chalfant, the photograph transformed to what its
subject dictated and appears foremost as a response to this demand. Cooper’s
works also reveal a similar modality when considering the potential harm she
could have faced in order to take them. While it is accurate that the graffiti culture
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supported Cooper’s activities and welcomed her participation, the Bronx was still
not generally considered to be a safe location for anyone to be, let alone a single
female. Cooper’s acknowledgement of this, coupled with her explanation as to
how she altered her routine in order to document the illusive subway pieces
aesthetically, suggests her willingness to give precedence to the image over
herself. Also, as the works were the creative inventions of the Bronx youth
culture, Cooper sought to pictorialize them as such, confirming their provenance
via incorporating them into that environment. Once more, the photographer and
the photograph conformed to their subject’s demands for being documented,
illustrating the primacy of content as it persuades the aesthetic practice
surrounding it.
The second problem arising from assessing the contemporary graffiti
photograph as simply an index utilizes a critical analysis appearing in Louis
Kaplan’s article Photograph/Death Mask: Jean-Luc Nancy’s Recasting of the
Photographic Image. Kaplan notes that Sontag distinguishes the other pictorial
arts such as paintings from photographs, favoring the latter owed to its “indexical
ontology” (Kaplan 48). As she claims: “[w]hile a painting, even one that meets
photographic standards of resemblance, is never more than the stating of an
interpretation,” the photograph appears as a “material vestige of its subject”
(Sontag 154), as a direct copying of what it delimits in its frame, rendered by the
physical imprint of light left behind on the photographic medium. Kaplan posits
that Sontag’s considerations explicate the reason for a viewer’s psychoanalytic
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disposition when viewing a self-portrait to enter “into a scene of misrecognition
that jumps quickly from the photographic signifier to the signified self, from the
suspended state of ‘absence as presence’ to the stable assurances of an ‘absent
object’ that help one grasp the thing ideally” (Kaplan 49). He continues, asserting
that in such circumstances, the physical vestige inevitably usurps reality by way
of “an active forgetting of the withdrawal, non-belonging, and alterity that the
photographic exposure (as being posed in exteriority) necessitates” (Kaplan 49).
Implicit in this reasoning is the Heideggerian position that realty’s ontology
contains withdrawal and absence as those modalities justify the dialectic register
allowing for the juxtaposition of reality against photography, as the latter usurps
the former; and further, that the latter requires them as precursors for its
manifestation. Yet subsequently, in photography’s posterior appearance to reality,
it does not authentically forget the withdrawal or absence. It cannot as these
authorize photography’s modality. The photograph and its surrounding
apparatuses and discourses cannot forget the very thing that it exists in response
to. If it were, it would jeopardize losing its very being. Further, Kaplan disagrees
with Sontag’s claims that the photograph allows for the recuperation of the absent
thing ideally. Citing Blanchot’s Two Versions of the Imaginary, he explains:
Blanchot thinks the (photographic) image and its loss as the
“neutral double of the object in which all belonging to the world is
dissipated.” This second version of the imaginary cannot be
recuperated by ideality. Instead, one encounters there beings
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exposed and set adrift in the ambiguous spaces of photographic
imaging and imagining. (Kaplan 49)
Such a setting adrift enabled by this secondary version of the imaginary,
“threatens constantly to relegate us, not to the absent thing, but to its absence as
presence” (Blanchot 262).
This discussion seeks to credit these outcomes produced by the secondary
version of the imaginary as positive so as to form new explanations and recourses
for the contemporary graffiti genre. However, in order to accomplish this agenda,
it is required to answer in what ways can this absence as presence exist?
Preliminarily, the contemporary graffiti photograph yields one example of such an
occurrence. As previously demonstrated with the photography of both Chalfant
and Cooper, the documented graffiti pieces cease to physically exist in the
contemporary and are thus no longer recuperable. Instead of being retrievable
absent objects, either locatable similarly to protected national monuments or
reposited in the permanent archives of museums and galleries, the works
materialize in the photograph, not forgetting, but announcing their absence.
Outmoded contexts and writing styles remind the viewer that the witnessed scene
has since transpired, and this fabricated photographic vestige presents the only
accessible vantage to it. Subsequently, the tactile photograph gives presence to the
absent work, engineering an absence as presence that by its preservation of the
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non-recoverable time, place, and graffiti, facilitates these entities their expressions
of their individual finitudes.
Kaplan discerns a comparable ideology present in Jean Luc-Nancy’s
analysis of the photograph, citing his essay “Masked Imagination” from The
Ground of the Image. Near the conclusion of this essay, Nancy asserts that
“finally, to end: the photograph itself, as a death mask, the instantaneous and
always rebegun image as the casting of presence in contact with light, the casting
of a presence fleeing into absence, which one neither captures nor represents, but
which, paradoxically, one thus contemplates” (Nancy, Masked Imagination 99).
Returning to the death mask as a correspondent paradigm to the photograph
previously occurring in this chapter (see prior, in particular Sontag’s
considerations), Kaplan elucidates the provenance of Nancy’s comparison
emerging from Martin Heidegger’s text Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics;
wherein, Heidegger considers the necessary conditions for the manifestation of
any image. This occurs via his analogizing the death mask with the photograph.
Kaplan quotes Heidegger as follows: “the photograph of the death mask, as copy
of a likeness, is itself an image – but this is only because it gives the ‘image’ of
the dead person, shows how the dead person appears, or rather how it appeared”
(Kaplan 50). Kaplan further explains Nancy’s hypothesizing of Heidegger’s
employment of such a noteworthy example derives from the publication of Ernst
Benkard’s Das ewige Antlitz, a text containing an extensive photographic archive
of the death masks of notable philosophers such as Pascal, Hegel, and Nietzsche.
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This situation entailing the archived photographs of the death masks of
individuals prominent in their field constitutes a beneficial analogy for the
contemporary graffiti photograph in the following modes: initially, there are
significant underlying ontological resemblances interconnecting the death mask
with graffiti pieces.
In “Masked Imagination,” Nancy considers Heidegger’s example of the
death mask unusual as “it exemplifies an originary showing-itself through the
showing-itself and the outward-seeming of a dead man, which by definition does
not show itself, but essentially withdraws itself from all monstration” (Nancy,
Masked Imagination 91). Kaplan’s review of Nancy’s critique explicates this
appraisal by concentrating on the gaze the death mask bares forth toward its
viewer. As the mask owes its physicality to a dead person; subsequently, it
signifies the withdrawal of that person’s gaze. The gaze, according to Kaplan,
appears vacant, showing itself as an image in its being retracted from the image
world. Kaplan continues, “[u]nrevealed yet manifest, the death mask plays a game
of hide-and-seek with the image. It is a game of appearance and disappearance
that is constitutive of the image itself and that disregards any claim that would
give priority to a theory of representation (of ‘first representing’)” (Kaplan 51).
Further, this simultaneous double gesture of “appearing and disappearing”
(Nancy, Masked Imagination 98), also manifests in Heidegger’s philosophy
concerning the death mask as Nancy considers in the following:
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What Heidegger thus sets aside is the concealing role of the mask
(for the sake of a role that is rather ostensive, if not ostentatious).
In the logic of the Kantbuch—its manifest logic, at least—
everything comes down to a self-showing. But the exemplary
example of this, if we may put it thus, is a hiding or a self-hiding
(the death mask): a self-showing that withdraws itself. Monstration
occurs in concealment and from out of concealment or
disappearance. And it is precisely this delicate mechanism that
Heidegger simultaneously shows and hides. He suggests the truth
of the look of the dead man, but he glides over the fact that this
looks is a dead look, or the death of the look. (Nancy, Masked
Imagination 96)
Setting aside the suggested alignment one could plausibly make comparing the
graffiti writer to Heidegger (founded on the assertion that both authors perhaps
neglect to realize the intrinsic mortality of their examples and works), this
discussion instead registers the following four attributes of the death mask so as to
align it to contemporary graffiti: appearing and disappearing, in Heideggerian
terminology: “concealing” and “revealing,” self-showing by way of self-hiding,
and monstration occurring in the concealing.
Remembering that the graffiti practices analyzed here originate from tag
writing—those esoteric letterforms often designed and arranged to be illegible to
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a mainstream outsider and considered required for any graffiti writer’s affirming
his or her identity within the counterculture—it proves necessary to use these
graphemes as a starting point and initiate this comparison by considering the
extended philosophical implications of their composition and usage. What are the
methodological and ideological actualities of the tag and its inscription? How do
they correspond with those four aforementioned attributes of a death mask? Tags
are noms de guerres; that is, pseudonyms a writer conceives of individually or
acquires from another writer, which are visually manufactured in writing. Further,
exceeding their aesthetic deconstruction of the popular alphanumeric systems of
semiotics, they act “as an art form like calligraphy, where the letter formations are
reflective of an individual’s personality” (Lewisohn 49) and are consequently
understood “as representations of the [tag writer’s] self” (Wacławek 14).
However, this categorization as a pseudonym does not entail an
ideological premise that there exists an anterior and originary name selectively
designative for any one singularity; but instead, it illustrates the continual play of
naming made manifest by différance. Thus, the exchangeability of any name
authorized by the continual differing and deferring of signs opens a collection of
varied spaces between meaning(s), and communicants. With tags, ontologically
existent as written signatures, this spacing “implies the actual or empirical
nonpresence of the signer” (Derrida, Signature Event Context 328) as well as the
nonpresence of the addressee at the time of its physical inscription. Subsequently,
in order to properly function, the tag requires a materiality allowing for its
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existence in the world as a thing distanced from either the graffiti writer or the
graffiti viewer. According to Derrida, this means that the tag, understood as a
signature, possesses “a repeatable, iterable, imitable form, [that enables it] to
detach itself from the present and singular intention of its production” (Derrida,
Signature Event Context 328). But moreover, the ideology and methodology of
the tag refutes iterablity and imitablity by deconstructing and re-fabricating
letterforms abstractly to the excessive degree of illegibility. Its semiotic formation
and form thus is the destruction and subversion of semiotic form, its illegibility
requiring the prerequisite legibility of popular writing. This denotes a significant
divergence from Derrida’s considerations of signatures insofar as it rejects the
capacity for the tag’s disinterestedness from its intention and encumbers any
repeatability by anyone other than the graffiti writer. Further, this illegibility,
championed by the counterculture, serves to credit the writer with fame emanating
from the progressiveness of the re-stylized letters and wording he or she designs.
Therefore, being an evasive, or at minimum, exclusive writing form, insofar as it
proactively obfuscates accessibility, rendered as a representation of its author’s
identity, the tag contains and illuminates, at the core of both itself and its creator,
a rebellious and perpetual resistance to mainstream hegemonic systems of
establishing meaning.
Returning to the comparison situating the death mask analogously with the
tag, the former also necessitates the absence of its originator in his or her passing
into death. Additionally, this absence appears in the presence of the mask itself,
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beyond just the indexical imprint of the dead person’s face, ideologically
constituting the critical discourses of and surrounding the entire enterprise.
Correspondingly, the graffiti work announces the absence of its author by and
within its manifestation across the urban landscape. This declaration transpires in
the twofold manner initially demonstrated in Chapter 1 of this discussion via the
tag’s implicit claim that the writer “was here,” coupled with its inherent
ephemerality as it succumbs to its abolition. As Ellen Handler Spitz posits, “[the
tag] declares provocatively to beholders that it is there but soon won’t be there,
and that its adolescent artist was there but isn’t there any longer” (Spitz 266).
Subsequently, the appearances of these manufactured objects as well as those
entities appearing in and through them ensue from the disappearance of their
originators. Further, regarding the graffiti work, designated as an embodiment of
the writer, this vanishing symbolically and actually extends to the object itself,
predicated on the work’s ephemerality. Also comparative are the fabricated
objects’ agency for concealment. Whereas the mask’s function in such a capacity
is evident, the graffiti work operates similarly by the employment and
encouragement of both illegibility and aliases that permit the author to remain
obscured by his or her very actions as entailed in and informed by the
counterculture he or she participates in. Concerning these originators, either the
graffiti writer or the dead person, both participants show themselves in their
withdrawal from presence: for the latter, as a hollow mold to be formed into a
mask signifying his or her passing into death, for the former, as a fading graffiti
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tag soon to be written over or buffed from existence. Thus, the identity of any of
these participants is a concealing as their “[m]onstration occurs in concealment
and from out of concealment or disappearance” (Nancy, Masked Imagination 96).
Pertaining to the overall thesis of this discussion, such retractions and evasions
explicate the counterculture’s ontology as an anti-establishing. This happens by
reason of these gestures delimiting several boundariess of the entire genre that,
akin to the death mask, embraces the very un-perpetuality of presence, affording
its authors and beholders, both its as well as the space for the continual exposure
of finitude necessary for Nancy’s being-in-common.
Having equated the work of graffiti with the death mask, this discussion
propounds a similar association between photographs of the former and latter;
insofar, as beyond these indexical vestiges participating in the aforementioned
spacing conducive to the exposures of finitude, they also destabilize a selfidentical subject existing prior to his or her encountering of the image. Returning
to Nancy’s rumination on Heidegger and Benkard’s Das ewige Antlitz, he discerns
the death mask’s intrinsic, yet understated contribution to the originating of
photographic imaging by proposing that in “the ground of every image, there is an
unimaginable imagining: there is dying as a movement of self-presenting”
(Nancy, Masked Imagination 97). The death mask symbolically, iconically, and
indexically, manifesting the person retreated from presence, embodies this
movement, presenting it in an image for another to witness. The death mask does
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not exist for the person who wore it but for the other person who views it.
Subsequently:
The one of the image is never anywhere but in the sketch, the foretracing and the fore-seeing of itself (in the fore-seeing of its
unforeseeability…), if it is, in sum, an imaging that is never
imaged (what Kant would call a pure image), if this imaging
originates in death as the unseeing gaze face-to-face with my own
gaze as it sinks in turn into its withdrawn image, then this means
that the “one” comes from the “other,” and not from an autointuitive self, that it comes from the other, through the other and as
other, in order to return to the other.
In the ground of the image there is the imagination, and in
the ground of the imagination there is the other, the look of the
other, that is, the look onto the other and the other as look—which
also opens, consequently, as an other of the look, a fore-seeing
non-look. The other approaches me face-to-face, and thus shows
itself as other. The image is first of all other and from the other,
altered an altering. It gives the other according in which the same
can be shown. (Nancy, Masked Imagination 97)
Nancy positions the ground of the image in the place of the other so as to utilize
his broader philosophical discourse regarding the ontology of being as an
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interdependent being-with that establishes and maintains subject-hood through an
exposure to the other.60 This reasoning juxtaposes Sontag’s categorization of
photography wherein the photographer, by “deciding how a picture should look,
in preferring one exposure to another, [is] always imposing standards on their
subjects” (Sontag 6). Such decisions would necessitate a Kantian auto-intuitive,
autonomous self that pre-exists the moment of the photograph’s creation and who
levies his or her will onto the photographed scene through the varying ideological,
mechanical, and compositional apparatuses at his or her disposal.
Transcendentally, this agency is further implied by Sontag’s use of such
terminology as “imposing” (Sontag 6) and “participate” (Sontag 15), owed to
these terms’ suggested presupposition of a choice of who/what/when/where made
on the part of the photographer. One chooses to participate and in what capacity.
For Sontag, the photographer grounds the image, which oppositely, according to
Nancy, grounds the photographer.
Yet, if the photograph constitutes the look of the other as Nancy posits, the
former bringing forth the latter to approach “me face-to-face” (Nancy, Masked
Imagination 97), then the expanded ontological field of the image possess a “noncoincidence… the coincidence of an I with a click that releases a you, an other I,”
then it suspends together “the one who ‘takes’ the photo and the thing that or the
one who “is taken’” (Nancy, Nous Autres 104) in a we of the photograph. As an
utterance, we requires for its use an attribution and an affirmation; wherein, one
justifies his or her speaking or writing the phrase via defining himself or herself
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within the delimited attributes of the grouping. Nancy elucidates this condition in
his essay Nous Autres, and its imbrication with his assessment of the demands
required for community. The spoken or written pronoun we maintains a less
definitive authority than I owed to its remaining “caught up in an indeterminacy
that is itself additionally polymorphous. We must ask ourselves immediately:
Who ‘we’? What subject has just been identified thus” (Nancy, Nous Autres
101)? Therefore, for the writer or speaker of this ambiguous pronoun, he or she
acts towards the founding of an identity by manufacturing an implicit “request for
identification” (Nancy, Nous Autres 102). Nancy continues “[f]or this request, he
proposes or suggests traits, indices, [and] lineaments” (Nancy, Nous Autres 102)
that compel alterity in order to differentiate the we from others who are not
included. Nancy notes, “[w]e must construct its alterirty, which is wholly other
only in a tendential manner. That is why we accompany ‘we’ with the elements of
its request: ‘we French,’ ‘we in this family.’ ‘we photographers’” (Nancy, Nous
Autres 102), and “we sons of the ghetto” (see fig. 16).
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Fig. 16. Cooper, Martha. Skeme. 1982. First Published in Subway Art. Chronicler
of the Furtive Arts, Barbara Graustark. The New York Times. Web. 23 July 2014.
However, these requests “confess [their] fragility or [their] difficulty. Indeed, who
are the ‘French’” (Nancy, Nous Autres 102)? Pertaining to the prior image, such
fragility visualizes itself in the juxtaposition between work’s proclamation of
survival and the actuality of its failure to accomplish this in its eventual loss.
Nonetheless, its we defines itself exclusively, differentiating itself from the sons
of Queens, the daughters of Manhattan, or between the painted character and the
pedestrian in the train’s window who both look toward the camera. Such
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dependencies on differences reveal the intrinsic operations of attribution followed
by affirmation as these sons are attributed to the ghetto by their own actions and
their immediate affirming of this appointment by the same. Nancy denotes this
proactive designation establishing we positing that:
The individual who says it assumes and demands that one assume
with him the enunciative co-presence of every other individual
among these “others” who are designated… Whereas I
distinguishes itself as wholly other, we appeals to all those others
whom it sees fit to include within its common, supposed, but never
posited identity (Nancy, Nous Autres 103).
Thus, “[w]hereas I produces or creates its own identity, we project it or
assume it” (Nancy, Nous Autres 103). Further, predication on continual alterity
demands a constant revision and subsequent evolution towards differences and
varied manifestations and occurrences compelling the fact that “this we could one
day become a completely different—and entirely other—subject” (Nancy, Nous
Autres 103). In this context, no self-intuitive being can exist prior to the
differences of the images that imagine him or her, and contextualize him or her
against others. Instead, in his or her being, these differentiated participants admit
to alterity and the inherent change-ness of self-hood due to the attributes he or she
puts forward to delimit who constitutes the we.
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Still, it cannot be assumed that within the territory of the we that there
exists a communion, as understood by Nancy’s logic, between these participants
segregated beneath whatever banner-head they collect behind.61
It is we who are other than other beings, but this nous autres
simultaneously distinguishes us and precipitates us—very far from
gathering us together within an I—into the alterity or in the
ontological alteration of a being that is lacking to itself. An
essential non-coincidence makes us other than ourselves. (Nancy,
Nous Autres 104)
Nancy denotes this non-coincidence developing in the ideologies and
methodologies of photography. As aforementioned, the I and the you (an other I)
come within proximity of each other both on and through the photograph. By their
designations as photographer and photographed, which hold these participants
both dependent on and separate from each other, they are connected but not
amalgamated. Subsequently, “both are taken by each other and by surprising or
coming upon each other. They are there, intimate and intrusive, strange and
familiar to each other at the same moment, as the same image. The sameness of
this image is permeated with the alterity of its two concomitant subjects” (Nancy,
Nous Autres 104).
Pertaining to the photograph itself, Nancy suggests an ontology akin to
Cooper’s, assessing it as the “silvery or digital evidence of a grasping: this thing,
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that thing, this man here, that woman here was grasped, there, at that time”
(Nancy, Nous Autres 105). Being evidence, the photograph constantly looks both
retrospectively at what has transpired, as well as prospectively towards the future
to those participants who will witness the event grasped on its surface. However,
this witnessing cannot claim to be of the original photographed instant, but
instead, only of the grasping of that instant during which the photographer and the
photographed grasped their respective identities within the photographic context.
Thus, the event of the photograph consists of:
We who were grasped in the grasping, we who were surprised and
caught together by this hic et nunc, which makes us others
together, others to one another, one through another and one in
another, others who we never are outside of this surprise, we who
are other (finally and above all) than you who regard us, we others
who are now embedded in the strangeness of our illuminated
capture. (Nancy, Nous Autres 105).
Therefore, both spatially and temporally, the photograph distances its participants
from each other as well as itself. Kaplan correlates this latter distancing to the
death mask by focusing on an anomalous passage wherein Nancy posits that the
photograph becomes “lost as soon as it is printed… it is withdrawn from our
grasp, hidden, and secret… by metamorphosing everything into alterity all the
more altered in that it is close to us, in that it refers us to our familiar immediacy”
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(Nancy, Nous Autres 106). Both images paradoxically withdraw the moment they
are manifested, representing an absence as a presence by affirming “things in their
disappearance” (Blanchot 254). In his essay The Two Versions of the Imaginary,
Blanchot elucidates this double retraction in the following manner: an image
succeeds the object it depicts, coming after it as a visual representation. However,
this after implies the absence of the depicted object in order for it to be grasped
again in the secondary visualization. The object was there, grasped by the viewer
in moment of comprehension and depiction, and once it has been grasped into an
image, it becomes ungraspable as its original manifestation—no longer itself but
merely at a distance, but instead being that thing as distancing, or the secondary
thing grasped because it is now ungraspable. One may embrace a lover, but once
he or she is absent, transformed into the vestiges of the death mask or the
photograph, he or she can no longer be embraced no more than the vestige may be
grasped in the singular instance of its grasping. Conclusively, this continued
modus operandi of casting beings into alterity by presenting them as
representations of themselves (either on the surface of the photograph or in the
death mask) as we others that are not attainable in their being another self,
positions one always with another, being-in-common. Rather than the implausible
communion of beings which Nancy continually castigates, the photograph
“estranges, it estranges us. Between the subject of the click and the subject
grasped, there is coexistence without coincidence, or there is a coincidence
without contact, or a contact without union” (Nancy, Nous Autres 106).
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Rightfully, Kaplan discerns several rhetorical similarities Nancy assigns to
the term “contact” in his usages explaining photography or sociality. Both the
former and the latter utilize a spacing existent between their participants. The
photograph, as an object manufactured by a camera, keeps the photographer and
the photographed separated by its physical insertion between the two. The image
emerges from this space, while simultaneously reinforcing it. Further, after the
image exists, it continues to maintain such spacing via its distancing what it
grasped from its viewer. As has been theorized in this discussion thus far, the
photograph always confirms what is vanishing or what has vanished by retaining
the absenting object’s vestige as its content. In this way, the photograph brings
these spaced participants together by denying them union. This ideology of
“contact without union” (Nancy, Nous Autres 106) is another variation of
Nancy’s recurrent insistence on the demanded social and ethical space of sharing
and it’s significant involvement with being-in-common. To reiterate these
concepts as put forth in Chapter 1 of this discussion, Nancy’s critique of Bataille
distinctly summarizes these interdependencies in the following way:
That is to say [Bataille] gave up thinking the sharing [partage] of
community and the sovereignty in the sharing or shared
sovereignty, shared between Daseins, between singular existences
that are not subjects and whose relation—the sharing itself—is not
a communion, nor the appropriation of an object, nor a selfrecognition, nor even a communication as this is understood to
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exist between subjects. But these singular beings are themselves
constituted by sharing, they are distributed and placed, or rather
spaced, by the sharing that makes them others: other for one
another, and other, infinitely other for the Subject of their fusion,
which is engulfed in the sharing, in the ecstasy the sharing:
“communicating” by not “communing.” These “places of
communication” are no longer places of fusion, even though in
them one passes from one to the other; they are defined and
exposed by their dislocation. Thus, the communication of sharing
would be this very dislocation. (Nancy, The Inoperative
Community 25)
Furthermore, communication “consists before all else in this sharing and in this
compearance of finitude: that is, in the dislocation and in the interpellation that
reveal themselves to be constitute of being-in-common” (Nancy, The Inoperative
Community 29).62
Turning toward contemporary graffiti practices, this discussion locates the
entirety of the photograph’s ideologies and methodologies, as explicated prior, in
the work of Alexandre Orion. Working in São Paulo Brazil, Orion addresses a
variety of issues regarding Brazilian urban culture and lifestyle. In his
“Metabiotics” pieces, employing both stencils and photography, he constructs
carefully fabricated images incorporating his paintings with passers-by (see fig.
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17). The results are visualized interplays between the two participants contingent
on the instant the photograph is taken. While often comical, his works raise a
series of investigations into the continual exploration and expansion of
contemporary graffiti practices.

Fig. 17. Orion, Alexandre. Metabolics 16. 2004. Alexandreorion.com. Alexandre
Orion. Black and white stencil painting, anti-graffiti painter, and white paint,
photograph. Web. 28 July 2014.
What designates this image as a work of contemporary graffiti appears more
complex and nuanced than the imagery considered thus far. Prior, graffiti pieces
have been illustrated exclusively as the physical manifestation of the graffiti
writer’s incursion on a public surface that, while often employing photography in
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order to maximize the image’s dissemination to the public, retained the principle
identification as the work. This subordinates the photograph, and the practice of
photography to an auxiliary position. However, with Orion’s “Metabolics” series,
the painted text and/or imagery comprise one delimited component of the piece’s
entirety. Here, the piece is the manufactured photograph that forces two separate
pasts into the present concurrently, the initial past being the moment of the graffiti
writer’s incursion and the succeeding past being the moment of the depicted
viewer’s participation. By incorporating the viewer’s engagement with the text
and imagery, Orion metaphorically reminds the photograph’s viewers of their
assigned and necessary position within this expanded construct of the genre.63
Subsequently, the image prioritizes the encountering of contemporary graffiti
instead of other designated considerations of significance such as the work’s letter
style and scale.
This encountering epitomizes another grasping of the photographic we
previously analyzed. Here, these participants grasped entail: the original graffiti
work, the graffiti writer, the intervening viewer, the photographer, and the
beholder of the final image. Subsequently, each being exposes himself, herself, or
itself, towards another while maintaining a designating distance and difference
from these others. The writer’s position is determined as entitled by the
visualization of his or her incursion onto a public surface. Existent in the popular
contemporary lexicon of symbolic representation, any work of graffiti’s
signifying functionality is now familiar. Yet, the ontology of this signification
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necessitates the physical absence of its author, and therefore, he or she cannot be
present at the moment of the graffiti work’s viewing.64 This prerequisite on the
writer instigates a non-transcend-able distance between him or her and the
remaining viewing public that differentiates and distinguishes the former from the
latter in its exposure of presence existent as absence (corresponding to the writer),
and presence existent as presence (corresponding to the viewing public). The
graffiti writer declares: “I was here, where you are now,” repeatedly addressing
audience members never to be encountered personally.
The work of graffiti’s constitution appears comparable to its author’s
when considering its simultaneous turning towards, while distancing itself from,
the other contributors in the final piece. Resulting from the graffiti writer’s
incursion, the graffiti piece alludes to its author, symbolically acting as an
embodiment of him or her. Yet, as has been posited by this discussion, such
signification manifest only in the absence of the writer, and subsequently, the
piece differentiates as well as distances itself from its author through being a
presence visible to the viewer of the graffiti piece, the photographer, and the
viewer of the completed work. Consequently, this latter attribute assures the
piece’s interaction with the viewer of the graffiti writing wherein he or she
knowingly, as best exemplified in Metabolics 16, engages the work (see fig. 18).
But, it also dissociates the viewer through precluding his or her beholding the
finalized work indebted to his or her contributory position within the totalized
piece’s composition. Pertaining to the photographer, the graffiti piece assumes the
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simultaneous function of a formal and narrative compositional device, soliciting
its capture through the apparatus of the camera at a specific point in time
determined by the viewer in the image’s involvement. In Metabolics 16, this
status illustrates itself in the symmetry of the final image contingent on the
placement of the graffiti work and the individual who is captured in the process of
painting over the graffiti work. However; in this capacity, the graffiti work also
separates itself from the photographer in being mediated by the camera, and the
participating viewer/anti-graffiti painter. Analogously, the graffiti work retains a
similar position facing the beholder of the photograph as a component of the latter
invoking humor, awe, or curiosity in its participation with its surrounding context.
Yet, these results are only achievable by the work’s mediation through the
photographic vestige, and as such; the graffiti work retracts its physical presence
from the beholder, distancing the two in service of fabricating the final image.
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Fig. 18. Orion, Alexandre. Metabolics 8. 2003. Alexandreorion.com. Alexandre
Orion. Black and white stencil painting, motorcyclist, and white paint,
photograph. Web. 28 July 2014.
The depicted viewer’s modality delineates itself congruently with these
aforementioned participants in the following ways. Concerning the originary
author of the graffiti work as well as the work itself, the viewer turns towards
these participants by either his or her awareness or unawareness in the process of
involvement in the final work. Yet such participation becomes pervaded with
occurrences of distancings. As with any graffiti work witnessed by a member of
popular society, the author remains absent and concealed, and thus the viewer
cannot transverse either the actual or implicit spacing in order to encounter the
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one who fabricated the original incursion. Further, in reviewing Metabolics 16,
the viewer’s engagement produces the actual eradication of the piece as he paints
over it, and in Metabolics 8, there is no physical contact between the viewer and
the work at all. As for this viewer’s relationship with the photographer in these
pieces, while he allows himself to be grasped by the photographic action,
metaphorically turning towards the photographer, he also physically turns his
back towards the camera’s lens while he paints or exits the grasped scene at such
a speed to be blurred. This manufactured distance also becomes discernable
between the final beholder of the image and the viewer in the image. Just as the
latter ignores the presence of the camera; subsequently, he also disregards the
former. However, in this fashion of being grasped by the photograph and imaged
for the viewer of the totalized work, the viewer in the image presents himself
towards the entirety of these participants as a necessary component of the overall
work.
Regarding the photographer, his or her reception of the entirety of what
transpires manifests in his or her composing, and taking, the photograph that,
notably, is the apparatus that divorces him or her from the scene by mediating the
scope and moment of what was witnessed. As for the final viewer, he or she
becomes subjected to the same mediation in reviewing the image, and yet it is that
review which signifies his or her turning towards the photographer, the viewer in
the image, the graffiti work, and the graffiti writer.
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Prevalent throughout this expanded ontology of the contemporary graffiti
photograph resides continual instances of contacts without unions wherein each
participant reveals his, her, or its identity contingent on the others through the
concurrent extensions towards and retractions from each other. Nancy elucidates
this double gesture with the following assessment:
[a]t this point, at this moment, in this place of the photograph in
which time blinks and is distended as an immobile surface, the
most exact and the most rigorous nous autres is produced. Each
one affirms its alterity while both together make the request for an
identity distinct from every other, in whose distinction they are
absorbed into one another, one by the other. (Nancy, Nous Autres
104-105)
These requests and alterities transpire across the spatio temporal surface of
Orion’s “Metabiotics” wherein “[a]ll the selves are related through their
otherness, which means that they are not ‘related’; in any case, not in any
determinable sense of relationship. They are together, but togetherness is
otherness” (Nancy, Finite History 155). Understood as a variant explanation for
the resituating of one as being-in-common, such “otherness of existence consists
in its nonpresence to itself, which comes from its birth and death. We are others—
each one for the other and each for him/herself—through birth and death, which
expose our finitude” (Nancy, Finite History 155). Orion’s “Metabiotics,” display
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an acute awareness of this non-pressence via underscoring the ephemerality of a
contemporary graffiti work by reassigning the work into the photographic image.
Best illustrated in “Metabolics 16,” graffiti’s self-perpetuated self-negation is
revealed in the photograph initially as the anti-graffiti painter paints over the
work, and second, by the photograph itself as the method of preserving the work’s
eradication. Thus, not only does Orion memorialize the work as an instance
grasped, subsequently signifying its absent state, but he further memorializes the
act of memorialization itself, positing it as fundamental to contemporary graffiti’s
ontology.
Unique to Orion’s approach in illustrating these ideologies is his
accounting for the camera and its actualized and conceptualized position within
the constructed photographic plane. Yet, this discussion suspects the factuality of
the fabricated image. As claimed on Orion’s website, “[i]n Metabiotics, his
stenciled graffiti acts as a backdrop for a much larger conceptual ploy, as
everyday people unknowingly interact with his animations and create a welldevised scene” (Orion). In order for this claim to be true, this would require the
photographer adhering to a methodology akin to Stieglitz “who proudly report[ed]
that he had stood three hours during a blizzard on February 22, 1893 ‘awaiting the
proper moment’ to take his celebrated picture ‘Fifth Avenue, Winter’” (Sontag
90) However, how unaware are these everyday people? When reviewing
“Metabolics 16,” the anti-graffiti painter appears undoubtedly aware of the graffiti
piece considering that his action concerns a direct response to it. Further, this
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awareness becomes implicitly suggested by the overt symmetry of the finalized
image. Initially, this is discernable in the juxtaposition of alternating valued
compositional elements comprising the anti-graffiti painter and the graffiti image.
His attire consisting of light gray pants and a striped shirt visually contrasts the
painted figure’s dark shirt and shorts. This opposition reverses itself in the
figure’s corresponding hats. Further, this disparity appears between the white
paint employed by the anti-graffiti painter versus the dark paint employed by the
painted painter. As for “Metabolics 8,” while the motorcyclist does appear in
rapid transit, close evaluation of the photograph reveals his head turning towards
the graffiti work as if he is checking his alignment with the work to ensure a
successful finalized photographic image.
But, contrary to the believability of this image potentially being
detrimental to its overall significance, this discussion regards these questions as
bolstering the delineated anti-establishing thesis posited here. If this totalized
work, entailing the entirety of what is grasped by the photograph, is in fact a
merely fabricated fiction, then the image reveals its limit against reality by
displaying how it cannot exist as a happenstance random occurrence.
Metaphorically, this echoes graffiti’s continual ephemerality as a thing always
lost to the actualities of contemporary existence. Both are limited in their
existence by their ontology. Again, the larger genre of contemporary graffiti
therein exposes several finitudes of where and how it cannot be by laboring its
very boundary of being.
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Chapter 4: Excavations and Myths
-Carving is easy, you just go down to the skin and stop. Michelangelo Buonarroti
(Hysell)

Part 1: Rubbing Away
Having examined the apparatuses of the graffiti photograph, the practice
of graffiti photography, as well as the critical discourses surrounding both of these
entities, this discussion now extends certain revealed ideologies into several
current contemporary graffiti writing practices so as to credit the latter as other
examples of anti-establishings and the ensuing contra-community. In particular, it
seeks to utilize the previous analysis of absence as presence as a methodology for
securing the necessitated interruptions and differences required for Jean-Luc
Nancy’s community of being-in-common. By evaluating graffiti writing along
these trajectories, this discussion continues in response to its primary question
regarding the continued legitimacy and originality of graffiti practices in general.
What more does the photograph offer? A theory originally argued by
Honoré de Balzac and cited in both Sontag’s text On Photography as well as
Kaplan’s Photograph/Death Mask: Jean-Luc Nancy’s Recasting of the
Photographic Image claims that all physical bodies are composed of an infinite
number of mimetic and ghostlike layers, one atop another. Further, according to
this theory, humankind is incapable of manufacturing a material body of anything
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from an apparition. Subsequently, Balzac concludes that when someone has his or
her photograph taken, one of these skins is extracted from the body and
transferred to the photograph. Thus, repeated exposure involves the inevitable loss
of these layers, that according to Balzac, are the essence of the subject’s life.
Kaplan locates a similar philosophy present in the last paragraph of Nancy’s Nous
Autres where he claims: “[a] photograph is a rubbing or rubbing away of a body”
(Nancy, Nous Autres 107). Nancy continues by explicating this phenomenon in
the following way:
But what makes the photograph possible (and what once made
people believe that it could capture spirits in its gelatin) is that in
the photo it is a question of the body: it is the body that grasps, and
it is the body that is grasped and released. It is the body, its thin
surface, that is detached and removed by the film. This is the
physics and the chemistry of the instant, the force of gravity of the
click, this curvature of space and this impalpable lightness of a
vision that precipitates and coagulates into a thickness of skin, a
density of touch. The contact and the tact of the photographic click
detaches a new body each time, an instantaneous body, unstable
and fixed in its instability, as a loving or a suffering body, desiring
or fearing, which is surprised and overtaken by pleasure or pain.
We others, we difficult bodies, delicate bodies and exposed skins
obscured by their own clarity, bodies gently pressed and released
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by another body, by its eye, its finger, its uncertain thought of
being and appearing, which suddenly comes to take its place in us
(others), as in the cavernous recesses in which it will carry on its
rumination. (Nancy, Nous Autres 107)
While both Balzac’s and Nancy’s theories undeniably correspond with
each other regarding the apparent violence the photograph directs at its subject,
Nancy extends the comprehension of this philosophical ideology to include the
action of touching. It is through that “force of gravity of the click” resulting from
the touch of the index finger on the camera’s shutter release that singular beings
are grasped and released and are ontologically clarified as others for others
(Nancy, Nous Autres 107). In this instance of detachment, these presences
captured by the camera’s lens are presented as absence in their absence from and
on the glossy skin of the photograph that can subsequently be held and touched as
a reminder of these beings once having been there. Consequently, these captured
and released beings become exposed to another in their differences manufactured
by their absences from the other, who is present, viewing, and touching/holding
the photograph. Thus, these two groups of beings—the photographed and the
photographer—turn towards each other in a sharing or compearing of their
individual finitudes brought about by way of a mutual touch (insofar in that to be
touched is to also touch) between them afforded by the photographic act.
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While this laboring of absence as presence distinguishes itself from the
previously examined ideological position often assumed when considering
contemporary graffiti regarding a play between the metaphysical binary of
absence and presence, its unique creation by way of touching and rubbing away
aligns it with several contemporary graffiti writing methodologies.65 One
significant example manifests in the work of Alexandre Farto, a.k.a. VHILS (see
fig. 19). While most contemporary graffiti writing typically employs an additive
process, insofar as the paint or poster is physically applied to a surface, VHILS
utilizes a subtractive or deconstructive aesthetic method. Using hammers, chisels,
acid, and paint remover, he excavates and manipulates the previously existing
layers of the wall’s surface in order to actualize his imagery. Taking this approach
has lead critics to often describe his works as acting to “chronicle the biography
of a particular wall” (Wacławek 153).

205

Fig. 19. VHILS. Untitled. 2013. Ribeira Grande, Portugal. Upper Playground
News. Upper Playground. Web. 5 September 2014.
Growing up in Portugal in the late 1980s and 1990s, VHILS found
inspiration in the visualized sociopolitical juxtapositions he witnessed between
adversarial and revolutionary political imagery and contemporary mainstream
advertisements. Realizing that beneath a faded poster for some commercialized
product existed a forgotten call to a political rally, he became increasingly
interested in the suggested and varied meanings that he discovered attributed to
given spaces as manifested by the varying uncovered layers. Such findings
compelled him to “destroy in order to create, while emphasizing the process of
change” (Wacławek 154). As VHILS explains:
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Our social system is the product of the same process of layers, and
I believe that by removing and exposing some of these layers, in
fact by destroying them, we might be able to reach something
purer, something of what we used to be and have forgotten about.
This is obviously in a symbolical sense. So I like to see it as a kind
of archaeological work of dissecting the layers of history and time
and exposing something which lies beneath all the noise, the
clutter, the dirt, searching for an essence which has been lost
somewhere along the way. (Wacławek 154)
Setting aside for the moment the lamenting call for an innocence that has
been lost in the transformations of social value systems, this discussion
concentrates on the methodology of this “archeological work of dissecting”
(Wacławek 154) brought about by his coming into physical contact with the wall.
Either through the employment of mechanical drill or a rag soaked in turpentine,
VHILS touches the wall, rubs away its surface, and grasps and releases its varied
layers as he excavates. These are witnessed in Fig. 19 as the piles of debris along
the wall’s base. Further, the results of his excavations generate as well as rely
upon the concept of absence-as-presence to the extent that the presence of the
realistically rendered face appears out of the absence of the wall from which it
visually projects. This actualizing of a theorization of photography imbricates
with the ideologically necessitated absence of the graffiti writer from the physical
scene of his or her pictorial incursion. Just as VHILS’s carved faces not only
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require the absent paint, brick, and mortar but also reveal these materials
ontological state of having-been-there, the same corresponds to any work of
contemporary graffiti as the latter reminds the viewer of the writer’s essential
non-presence. Unique to the VHILS excavations, however, are their direct
acknowledgement and utilization of this modality.
As for this excavational gesture, its modality cannot go unconsidered. If to
excavate entails the extraction of heterogeneous layers of strata so as to exhume
that which resides underneath (a lost tomb, an ancient vase, the figures
Michelangelo freed from his carving marble), such action interrupts the
continuity of the strata. Any archeological site manifests this actuality in that its
initial undisturbed terrain becomes cratered and irregular by varying holes of
varying depths. VHILS methodology replicates this same scenario as it interrupts
the physical strata of the wall. Yet, this interruption designates a more complex
and salient incursion than just the effacement of grass and dirt, or paint and brick.
Here, this discussion propounds that it in fact exemplifies the type of interruption
Nancy considers in his essay Myth Interrupted owed to the comparable rhetoric
and mechanisms operating in both the broader sociopolitical society Nancy
discusses and the counterculture of contemporary graffiti writing under review
herein.
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Part 2: Mything
What constitutes myth, and what does it contribute to the culture that
speaks it? According to Nancy, it “is of and from the origin, it relates back to a
mythic foundation, and through this relation it founds itself (a consciousness, a
people, a narrative)” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 45). Thus, it entails the
paradoxical nature of emerging from an originary foundation that it has
reflexively authored and delimited in its manifestation as an expression of a
fictional or mythic account of that origin it claims to invoke and recount. As
Nancy elucidates, “we know that this scene is itself mythic” (Nancy, Myth
Interrupted 45). In other words, what myth narrates as a society’s founding primal
scene, it does so only as a work of fiction, and thus it simultaneously confirms
fiction’s designative authority while also participating in defining and justifying a
society’s culture and customs. In this way “[m]yth is above all full, original
speech, at times revealing, at times founding the intimate being of a community…
In myth the world makes itself known, and it makes itself known through
declaration or through a complete and decisive revelation” (Nancy, Myth
Interrupted 48) even as this declaration refers back not to historical fact but to
how a culture desires or works to mythologize its origin. In the opening pages of
the essay, Nancy illustrates this mythological origin of myth as he describes a prehistorical gathering of beings congregated to listen to one who “recounts to them
their history… It is the story of their origin, of where they come from, or of how
they come from the Origin itself—them, or their mates, or their names, or the
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authority figure among them. And so at the same time it is also the story of the
beginning of the world, of the beginning of their assembling together, or of the
beginning of the narrative itself” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 43-44).
Existing within the larger genealogy of geopolitical society, the
counterculture of contemporary graffiti appears to employ the same mythic
sensibility. Returning to VHILS’s aforementioned declaration, inherent
throughout it exists the rhetoric of a return to or a recuperation of some forgotten
yet authentic culture. By desiring “to reach something purer, something of what
we used to be and have forgotten about [albeit] this is obviously in a symbolical
sense,” his desire appears to naively assign authority to a prehistoric sociocultural
foundation that, being absent of “all the noise, the clutter, [and] the dirt”
(Wacławek 154), manifest as the unsurpassable point of a genuine modality of
being. This ideology appears to have pervaded contemporary graffiti since its
emergence, and just as with those primordial scenes giving validation to a
society’s customs, the same holds true for the counterculture.
Two notable examples are cited in interviews from Castleman’s Getting
Up, Subway Graffiti in New York with the then significantly enterprising and
highly prominent New York writers Lee and Fred. Beyond these instances
presenting the culture in the action of authoring several of its founding primal
scenes, they also fabricate significant lineages that participate in the larger
designation and legitimization of graffiti writing in general. As Lee explains:
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I was reading this fat history of art book. I was reading about how
the cave men were so advanced that when they drew animals to
show their children how to hunt and to show their type of culture,
they knew they couldn’t do them in the front of the cave but went
to the deepest depths of the cave where they had to crawl. And
they’d do it where it would stay forever. And it was like us. Like
we go into the tunnels and we’d go all the way to the deepest parts
to find the trains and maybe you leave a signature on the wall and
it stays there for years. (Castlemen 70)
Fred considers an alternate, but just as important, art historical provenance by
delineating a correspondence with early Christina religious practices. He notes
“‘[l]ike the early Christians were forced to go down into the catacombs and they
painted beautiful images of Christ….They… were forbidden to depict Christ….It
was against the law, it was the death penalty, but those people went on. They were
down’” (Castlemen 70-71).
Attempting to legitimize their elicit activities, these comparisons associate
the writers, as well the entirety of the graffiti writing aesthetic, to these other
mythic moments in the anthology of visual art. These latter cultures warrant such
a status insofar as they are paradigmatic of the myth that “communicates the
common, the being-common of what it reveals or what it recites… Myth is always
the myth of community, that is to say, it is always the myth of a communion—the
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unique voice of the many—capable of inventing and sharing the myth” (Nancy,
Myth Interrupted 51) by forming a totemic society around the ritualized killing
and shared consumption of another being, whether a hunted buffalo or Jesus
Christ in order that “we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one
bread” (The Holy Bible, NRSV. 1 Cor. 10.17).66 Here, one connotation with
graffiti writing appears in the comparable ideologies regarding the given cultures’
identities as designated by the action of laboring at and with something that
ultimately becomes eradicated. This transpires either through the ritualized killing
and consumption of the sacrificial body or through the destruction of the graffiti
work by either other writers or institutionalized legal injunctions. However, Lee
and Fred appear more invested in accentuating these mythic cultures’ pursuance
of permanence (regarding the prehistoric cave painters venturing underground to
secure protected locations for their works) and illegality (regarding the early
Christians defiance of the status norms of religion). Ultimately, such
characteristics share the common component of involving risk taking, and it is
this attribute that is routinely championed in graffiti writing.67
Further, there are two other pertinent issues effectively raised here. The
first demonstrates contemporary graffiti’s underlying strategies of appropriation,
and the second illustrates the culture’s regular activity of sanctifying physical
spaces. Both methods expand the counterculture’s implicit correspondences with
early Christian cultures. As to the initial pursuit, just as the early Christians
amalgamated the religious imagery of the Roman Empire in order to visualize the
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early images of Christ, so has graffiti culture at times appropriated commercial
and art historical imagery with the intention of designing new and yet familiar
works.68 This situation occurs most prevalently in the genre’s subcategory: street
art, and has been previously reviewed in Chapter 2 of this discussion. Dating from
around the era in the culture’s history that the aforementioned interviews of Lee
and Fred were taken from, one rather distinct example of this methodology was
painted by Fab Five Freddy and documented by Martha Cooper (see fig. 20).

Fig. 20. Cooper, Martha. Fab five Freddy soup cans. 1980. Fab Five Freddy
graffiti piece originally installed in New York on a subway train.
Speerstra/collection. Speerstra. Web. 10 September 2014.
By employing Andy Warhol’s iconic Campbell Soup can imagery, but relabeling
the cans with specific movements in fine art as well as Fab Five Freddy’s name,
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the work visualizes the art historical lineage it subsequently becomes incorporated
into via the use of the genealogy’s terminology and imagery. This transpires by
way of a self-authored association wherein Fab Five Freddy’s train piece codes
itself, as well as graffiti in general, as another facet of institutionalized aesthetics
and subsequently results in the further justification and signification of the
counterculture and its productions. This discussion is not independent in positing
this claim. In her text American Graffiti, Margo Thompson agrees, explaining the
iconic piece as follows:
FAB FIVE FREDDY’s reputation as a writer rested on one whole
car piece, his Pop Art or Campbell’s soup train that he executed in
1979 with LEE. Eight Campbell’s soup cans lined up the length of
the car, the one to the right of the door tipped sideways. Across the
centre pair of doors was a gold banner, left unfinished, doubtless
because the writers had been interrupted or the train hand begun to
move from its berth in the yard. Enough was there, however, to
make his point. Except for the token ‘Tomato soup’, the cans were
not labeled with flavours as Warhol had done, but with modern art
movements. There was ‘Da-Da soup’, ‘Pop soup’ and ‘Futurist
soup.’ ‘T.V. Party soup referred to Glenn O’Brien’s late-night
broadcast on a public access cable channel, which featured
FREDDY and other downtown celebrities. Two more cans read
‘Fred soup’ and ‘Fabulous Five’… In seven soup cans, FAB FIVE
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FREDDY sketched a genealogy that linked writing, the East
Village club scene, and a history of avant-garde art by way of
Andy Warhol. It was mentioned in one of the first appreciations of
graffiti in the Village Voice, and subsequently has been used to
validate graffiti’s significance as a contemporary art movement.
(Thompson 70)
Yet, contemporary graffiti’s self-constituted affiliation appears more
deliberate and specific than perhaps initially realized. Why use the Pop, Dada, and
Futurist labels as opposed to Cubist, Surrealist, or Impressionist for example?
Considering the ideologies determining the former aesthetics, there are explicit
correlations with several governing principles of the counterculture. First, as a
movement incorporating the following attributes: “Popular, Transient,
Expendable, Low-Cost, Mass-Produced, Young, Witty, Sexy, Gimmicky,
Glamorous, Big Business” (Preble and Preble 456), Pop Art’s disposition for not
only appropriating but also critiquing popular society and mass consumerism
antecedes contemporary graffiti’s similar approach by only a few decades.69
Pertaining to the specifics of this descriptive list, graffiti writing’s ontology
manifest partially comprised as popular (via its use of popular imagery as well as
its citations into popular culture), transient (in its continued involvement with
ephemerality due to its initial locations of appearance and the subsequent legal
ramifications it faces in that environment), low cost (as many writers do not pay
for their paint, but instead steal it), mass produced (when considering the
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extensive disseminations of tags and imagery writers manufacture in order to
achieve fame), young (understanding that most writers begin their writing careers
in adolescence and do not necessarily continue into adulthood), witty (as this
example under review demonstrates with its clever use imagery) and big business
(when reviewing the potential for significant financial gain a writer stands to
achieve via both gallery exhibitions and consumer culture reverse-appropriations).
As for the Dadaist label, the apparent correspondence exists in either
culture’s ideological predisposition to attack the mainstream value systems it
exists in opposition to. Originating as a reaction to the catastrophe of World War
I, it assessed as the failing result of the then existent bourgeois culture, the
Dadaist aesthetic sought to overturn the founding norms and practices this society
championed and operated by. This was particularly noticeable in Germany where
the counterculture focused on authoring a critical discourse directed at the corrupt
Weimar Republic. Utilizing both photomontage and collage techniques, these
artists fashioned their imagery as calls for social and political transgressions.
When assessing contemporary graffiti, although not in an overt response to a
historically specific war or cultural dissension, it possesses certain facets that
display an analogous aggression towards consumerism and the apparent ignorance
of the consumer in his or her constant allowance to be manipulated by corporate
advertising (see fig. 21).
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Fig. 21. English, Ron. Fat Fuck. cfye.com/ron-english. Cyfe.com. Web. 15
September 2014.
There is no doubt as to whom Ron English targets with his billboard, nor
any misgiving regarding the nature of its commentary and his underlying moral
position. In a continuance of the Dadaist methodologies and ideologies under his
self-coined term: Popaganda, English works to manipulate pre-existent imagery
into a reconfiguration that critiques institutionalized society.70 However, the
overtness of this billboard’s message reveals a specific clarity of purpose the
Dadaist would caution against. As explained by H.H Arnason, “The rebellious
members of Dada never espoused a clear program, and their goals were often
ambiguous and sometimes contradictory. For, while they used art as a means of
protest, they also questioned the very validity of artists production” (Arnason
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280). However, in this regard, the position could be posited that contemporary
graffiti follows the same predilection for disparate ideologies as different artists
pursue different trajectories for their work.71
Lastly, the Futurist label is perhaps the most recondite, especially
respecting the Dadaist’s historical rejection of this aesthetic in the former’s
revolts against the status quo. Yet akin to Dadaism, Futurism was also a
reactionary aesthetic in its condemnations of Italy’s existent “cultural torpor”
(Arnason 217) into which the country had descended prior to the 20th century.
This undesirable situation would motivate Filippo Rommaso Marinetti to write his
iconic manifesto that demanded the destruction of “the museums, libraries, [and]
academies of every kind” (Marinetti 148), a sentiment echoed decades later by
graffiti writers who verbalized and actualized their desire to “bomb the system”
(Reiss) of New York. Then there is the import pertaining to the manner in which
Fab Five Freddy composed the Futurist can and its reinforcement of this
discussion’s genealogical comparison. First, the can is painted unfinished. And
this discussion agrees with the tenet regarding the aforementioned hypothesizing
that this latter component of its manifestation probably resulted from the artists
being interrupted as they were working. However, there is enough of the can
rendered to discern that it tips towards the subway car door as if in the process of
falling over. This is evaluated as the attempted visualization of the Futurist’s
celebration of modern movement translated onto the subway train which is the
product of and allowance for “the new beauty: the beauty of speed” that the
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Futurists affirmed as an enrichment of “the world’s magnificence” (Marinetti
147). And it is this speed that pervades the act of graffiti writing itself in its
demand on the writer to be evasive at all times, even at the cost of leaving a work
unresolved.
Returning to the previously mentioned activity of sanctifying spaces,
while this enterprise appears as a conventional occurrence for both the prehistoric
painters of Lascaux cave, as well as both the early and later Christian
denominations, it also occurs frequently across the existent manifold of
contemporary graffiti societies. Further, akin to its mythic function for those prior
cultures in demarcating sites of origin and ritual, this gesture of consecration
performs comparably in the modern counterculture. One such example arises in
Snyder’s Graffiti Lives, Beyond the Tag in New York’s Urban Underground as he
narrates his pilgrimage to a secluded and hazardous graffiti writing location called
the “Freedom Tunnel,” named after the pioneering graffiti writer who first wrote
there in the early 1980s and thereby initiated the cultural trend of other writers
venturing into the tunnel and writing in it as well. Stretching underground
between 72nd Street to 125th Street, under Riverside Drive on the Upper West Side
of Manhattan, Snyder describes the passage as pitch dark, infested with rats, with
the occasional Amtrak train passing through it at accelerated speeds. Such
precariousness already associates his account with the surmised dangers the
prehistoric cave painters assuredly encountered as they ventured underground.
Next, there are the issues regarding the visualized cultural histories both locations
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display. While the overlapping bulls and buffalos rendered on the cave walls
represent the repetitious event of what has been anthropologically deduced as
some “religious or magical function” (Stokstad 7), they also signify different
moments in time as well as different artists (exemplified by the iconic blown
handprints often alongside the animals) derived from their location both on the
wall and in relationship to each other. Snyder recounts a similar situation in the
Freedom Tunnel, elucidating AMAZE’s (the writer who he is following into the
tunnel) writing technique when he goes over previously rendered pieces with his
own in order to mark his having-been-there. Lastly, there is the general revere
both Snyder and AMAZE express regarding the tunnel. Though much more
implicit in the overall tone of Snyder’s writing, he is explicit in explaining
AMAZE’s excitement and eagerness to venture into the tunnel and his gratitude
after been taken there. Clearly alike to the Lascaux cave, the tunnel possesses a
culturally specific significance, and it is this facet of the architectural structure’s
overall ontology that leads Snyder to conclude one description of it as “the
[mythical insularity] of the darkness” (Snyder 88).72
Or, as presented in Castleman’s text, there is a second example of the
counterculture’s act of sanctifying spaces. While in New York, during the late
1970s and throughout the 1980s, the urban environment (in particular, the subway
trains) was the primary site for an initial encounter with graffiti works; the writers
would install their works at night in the various train yards around the city with
one exception. This was the maintenance yard at 207th Street on the West Side of
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Manhattan. According to Castleman, the writers referred to it as “‘the Ghost
Yard’” (Castlemen 50) due to variety of folkloric stories. As he explains “[s]tories
of the origins of the yard’s nickname and its bad reputation vary greatly. Caz says
that it is inhabited by the ghost of a writer who was killed there one night by
yardmen and was ‘buried beneath the tracts.’ Kade has gone to yard with the
intention of writing but left when he heard ‘terrible screams, a dying woman’s
screams,’ emanating from the work sheds” (Castlemen 50). Albeit, different from
the location Synder discovers as sacred insofar as the Ghost Yard was not a site of
pilgrimage but instead a site of avoidance, it still influences the actions of the
society that founded its importance.
Thus, what these examples ultimately demonstrate are instances of where
and how contemporary graffiti societies have self-authored and employed their
own myths. Whether fabricated for a correlative association with other
historically significant cultures or emerging from rumored supernatural or
homicidal activity, these accounts found originary influences and customs that
“one might call the ethnologico-metaphysical scene of a humanity structured in
relation to its myths” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 45). Yet, in their manifestations,
these accounts risk the same ideology for encapsulation that would conclude in a
false and impossible communion. Snyder’s terminology already discloses this
inclination towards such an unfeasibility in his description of the tunnel as
insulating (as if to insinuate its capacity to draw all of the graffiti writers who
venture into it and write their names across its surfaces into a protected
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singularity), and the culture’s overall avoidance of the Ghost Yard, as chronicled
by Castleman, demonstrates a reversed or exclusionary approach to contributing
to a communal formation via delimiting an area where writers would not venture.
Though not overt in their influences, both examples insinuated in certain ways
could be developed to unify the writers under a singular ideology and
methodology: we, the graffiti writers of New York, visit the Freedom tunnel and
do not visit the Ghost Yard.
Yet, this would argue the employment of these mythic activities for the
counterculture’s manifestation as an establishing which lies in direct contradiction
to contemporary graffiti’s true ontology as an anti-establishing. In its relentless
refusal of homogeneity, this marginal society continually re-presents its margins
by self-perpetually self-negating itself unworking any canonical directives to
instead routinely reveal its finitudes, its limits against others, and itself. Thus, it
interrupts itself as it establishes itself and vice-versa as both gestures exist in
contingency of each other, and in so doing, contemporary graffiti realizes this
interruption. How does this transpire? According to Nancy:
In order to say that myth is a myth (that myth is a myth, or that
“myth” is a myth), it has been necessary to play on two quite
distinct and opposite meaning of the word “myth.” The phrase
“myth is a myth” means in effect that myth, as inauguration or as
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foundation, is a myth, in other words, a fiction, a simple invention.
(Nancy, Myth Interrupted 52)
Subsequently “[t]he phrase ‘myth is a myth’ harbors simultaneously and in the
same thought a disabused irony (‘foundation is a fiction’) and an onto-poeticological affirmation (‘fiction is a foundation’). This is why myth is interrupted. It is
interrupted by its myth.” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 55). Is the myth of Castlman’s
Ghost Yard interrupted? Of course it is. As he explains, “Candy’s explanation of
the yard’s name is far less dramatic. She says that the name is derived from the
ghostly piles of salt that are stocked there every winter for use in melting ice and
that workers there look like ghosts because ‘they’re all white from the salt’”
(Castlemen 50). And regarding Snyder’s hallowed tunnel, the implied logistics of
every writer in New York participating in its sanctifying aura is laughable. Thus,
they are myths that are comprehended as myths that also function as myths. This
latter mechanism founds “not a fictive world… but fictioning as the fashioning of
a world, or the becoming-world of fictioning. In other words, the fashioning of a
world for the subject, the becoming-world of subjectivity” (Nancy, Myth
Interrupted 56).
Fictioning’s role in contemporary graffiti is paramount. The ideology of
the nom de guerre which allows for the continual re-invention of its author’s
identity coupled with the counterculture’s necessitated measures of secrecy taken
against the mainstream, and even at times from itself (as writer’s often only know
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each other by their tag names), ensure such a creative act. Reserving a more
thorough examination of the graffiti writer, and his or her ontology of performing
identity until the subsequent chapter, this discussion at present continues to
evaluate the broader philosophical significance of the fictioned object or image in
pursuance of its anti-establishing thesis. Again, the potential for fabricating a
singular totality, complied under the banner head of the fictioning ideology,
appears suggested, and by most critics’ positions on contemporary graffiti, is
outright assumed. This transpires by way of the tag and its aesthetic modality as
chronicled by these critics. As is accurately documented, the “tag is the first step
to affirming a writer’s identity within the graffiti subculture” (Wacławek 15), and
it “is the core of graffiti, and a graffiti writer without a tag wouldn’t be a graffiti
writer” (Lewisohn 21). Yet if read and followed comprehensively, this coercive
rhetoric demands that all writers tag, and by extension, can be subsumed into a
tagging totality. This discussion, by in large, does not outright disagree with these
critical observations and requirements insofar as the historical facts corroborate
their validity. However, it does realize this totality as a self-manufactured
plurality via its very act of appearance. While these critics often also realize this,
they neglect to evaluate what this means regarding the overall ontology of the
counterculture in its seemingly continuous pursuit of itself.
Being the visualized symbolic representation of the writer, tags “are about
as individual as the writer’s handwriting” (Castlemen 26), owed to his or her
working to ensure its uniqueness through both design and execution as well as
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avoiding any possibility of it being accused of being a “bite” (Snyder 199).73
Subsequently, this attention to a distinct calligraphic flare, or deconstructed letter,
has the efficacy to illustrate individuality through the collectively pursued activity
of tagging. Yes, writers tag, that is their ontological being, and in so doing, by
following the aesthetic mandates of this activity, differentiate themselves from
each other by turning towards each other in a juxtaposition of differences and the
ensuing revelation of their individual finitudes. Considering that a tag, or any
piece of contemporary graffiti, exists as a materialized translation of Kilroy’s
iconic utterance: I was here, where you are now, it therefore automatically
includes the other in its presentation of itself. This yields not an instance of
communal fusion but instead beings-in-common. As Nancy elucidates:
[b]eing in common means that singular beings are, present
themselves, and appear only to the extent that they compear
(comparaissent), to the extent that they are exposed, presented, or
offered to one another. This compearance (comparution) is not
something added on to their being; rather, their being comes into
being in it. (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 58)
Further, such compearance with reference to contemporary graffiti
demonstrates the counterculture’s ideology of anti-establishing by way of
resistance. Initially, resistance can be comprehended as a socio-political gesture,
contingent on the separate parties involved. Through the incursive mark of the
225

tag, a graffiti writer resists the dominant ideologies of ownership and lawfulness
which he or she defines his or her ideologies and methodologies against. Here, as
a mark of defiance, the graffiti work manifests as a rebuttal to the mainstream.
However, the intrinsic nature, both founding and pervading, this rebuttal ensures
the separation of the involved participants by way of distancing themselves from
each other both spatially and temporally. Kilroy’s utterance is always in the past
tense, and the work itself will always vanish over time due to its inherent
ephemerality. Subsequently, such resistance appears not only as an opposition to
hegemonic society but also as an active un-working of immanence. There can by
no fusion into a totality unless all participants are at minimum present, and
according to Nancy, if such a fusion was ever achieved, there would be nothing
itself. As he explains: “[w]ithout the compearance of being—or of singular
beings—there would be nothing, or rather nothing but being appearing to itself,
not even in common with itself, just immanent Being immersed in a dense
pearance (parence),” and thus “[t]he community resists this infinite immanence.
The compearance of singular beings—or of the singularity of being—keeps open
a space, a spacing within immanence” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 58).
How does such a spacing transpire? According to Nancy, by way of an
interruption occurring at a moment of touching. He best summarizes the totality
of such a phenomenology in the following manner:
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[o]n all sides the interruption turns community toward the outside
instead of gathering it in toward a center—or its center is the
geographical locus of an indefinitely multiple exposition. Singular
beings compear: their compearance constitutes their being, puts
them into communication with one another. But the interruption of
community, the interruption of the totality that would fulfill it, is
the very law of compearance. The singular being appears to other
singular beings; it is communicated to them in the singular. It is a
contact, it is a contagion: a touching, the transmission of a
trembling at the edge of being, the communication of a passion that
makes us fellows, or the communication of the passion to be
fellows, to be in common. (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 60-61)
Continuing this delineation, he concludes that “[i]nterruption occurs at the edge,
or rather it constitutes the edge where beings touch each other, expose themselves
to each other and separate from one another, thus communicating and propagating
their community. On this edge, destined to this edge and called forth by it, born of
interruption, there is a passion. This is, if you will, what remains of myth, or
rather, it is itself the interruption of myth” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 61). How
does such an edge function within the being-in-common that contemporary
graffiti operates?
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Part 3: Touching Neutral Graffiti
Reconsidering the work of VHILS, having now evaluated the ontological
formulation of an interruption via Nancy’s considerations, this discussion discerns
a unique methodology of this manifested and necessitated edge or edging.
However, significant to this technique is its potential to be used in the formulation
of some other origin myth. This arises by way of considering its genealogical
predecessor that was documented by Gyula Halász, a.k.a. Brassaï. A canonical
figure in 20th century photography, he emblematically documented the city of
Paris, capturing the diverse social and cultural exchanges occurring throughout
the 1930s. During this period, he also photographed the local graffiti (see fig. 22).
Although technically not as perfected as VHILS, there are distinct similarities
between the two works in their reliance on excavating the wall’s physical material
in order to render a human face.
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Fig. 22. Halász, Gyula, a.k.a. Brassaï. Photograph on an anonymous graffiti work
in Paris. 1930s. http://www.ananasamiami.com. Web. 27 September 2014.
This similarity conceivably could be used to author another location of
provenance, giving VHILS and other reductive writers their primal scene.74 Yet
this should be avoided, or at minimum, cautioned against due to the reasons these
early works generated notice. According to Lewishon, this “graffiti was seen by
Brassaï and many of the Surrealists, with whom he was friends, as a primitive,
childlike art” (Lewisohn 29), thus differentiating it from other more
institutionalized aesthetics of its time. While at that point in history, such shifts in
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the paradigms of avant-gardism compelled the progression of visual art from
representation to abstraction (a narrative that best summarizes the totality of 20th
century art history); the employment of terminology such as “primitive” carries
with it an implicit hegemonic system and subsequent subordination. Years later,
this would translate into the subtle racism which manifested in articles analyzing
contemporary graffiti such as Norman Mailer’s The Faith of Graffiti and Suzi
Gablik’s Report from New York: the graffiti question and has been scrutinized in
Chapter 1 of this discussion. None of this is to say this has happened, or that
reductive writers are understood as descending from these early works. However,
this example is presented for the sake of reiterating the inherent problems of
authoring origin myths.
Instead, what is occurring here and is actualized significantly is the
rethinking of the implications and capabilities associated with the term and act of
touch. While Nancy considers this term in conjunction with his larger project of
exceeding the rhetoric of phenomenology so as to situate being, the bodily, and
what he refers to as sense, in a co-originary formulation of contact and separation
which manifests as existence, this discussion utilizes the ideas put forth by
Maurice Blanchot in his short essay “Interruption, As on a Riemann surface”.75
Evaluating the ontological nature of the act of communication and the inherent
silences it both produces and requires, Blanchot discerns two types of
discontinuity or interruption present. The first he assigns to participating in a
dialectial experience of conversation where “the arrest-interval is comparable to
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the ordinary pause that permits the conversation’s ‘each in turn’. Here,
discontinuity is essential since it promises exchange—essential, but relative. What
it aims at, be it later or never, any yet at the same time starting from today, is the
affirmation of a unitary truth where coherent discourse will not longer cease and,
no longer ceasing, will merge with its other, silent mode” (Blanchot, Interruption
(as on a Reimann surface) 76). He continues, underscoring the significance of this
rupture stating that beyond its giving meaning to the exchange of conversations,
“it also brings common sense forth as a horizon. It is the respiration of discourse”
(Blanchot, Interruption (as on a Reimann surface) 76). Subsequently, the two
interlocutors “tend toward unity” (Blanchot, Interruption (as on a Reimann
surface) 77), and pursue a proximity that would efface difference and resolve in
some type of communal fusion.
The second interruption he discerns appears far “more enigmatic and more
grave. It introduces the wait that measures the distance between two
interlocutors—no longer a reducible, but an irreducible distance” (Blanchot,
Interruption (as on a Reimann surface) 76) and ultimately opposes any
reconciliation the first interruption may seek or participate in. As he explains in
more detail:
There remains another modality (without a mode). This time, it is
no longer a question of seeking to unify. In the other I no longer
want to recognize one whom a still common measure—the
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belonging to a common space—holds in a relation of continuity or
unity with me. What is in play now is the foreignness between us,
and not only the obscurity of the self’s position—the singularity of
the singular self; this foreignness is still very relative (a self is
always close to a self, even in difference, competition, desire, and
need). What is now in play, and demands relation, is everything
that separates me from the other, that is to say the other insofar as I
am infinitely separated from him—a separation, fissure, or interval
that leaves him infinitely outside me, but also requires that I found
my relation with him upon this very interruption that is an
interruption of being. This alterity, it must be repeated, makes him
neither another self for me, nor another existence, neither a
modality or a moment of universal existence, nor a superexistence,
a god or a non-god, but rather the unknown it its infinite distance.
An alterity that holds in the name of the neutral. (Blanchot,
Interruption (as on a Reimann surface) 77)
Thus, there is “a distortion preventing any direct communication and any relation
of unity” (Blanchot, Interruption (as on a Reimann surface) 77). As to the
manifestations of such a distortion, Blanchot differentiates the gap involved in the
unification of its participants as present in and founding of speech; whereas this
latter gap, the one that measures the infinite distance between participants, he
realizes as writing. As he states, “[o]ne is the speech of the universe, tending
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toward unity and helping to accomplish the whole; the other, the speech of
writing, bears a relation to infinity and strangeness” (Blanchot, Interruption (as on
a Reimann surface) 78). Such a relational distortion and irreducible distances
translate into several contemporary graffiti practices in a variety of unique
methods and presentations all centered around the distinction delimited by
“everything that separates me from the other” (Blanchot, Interruption (as on a
Reimann surface) 77). Yet, as posited here, this “me” is not regulated explicitly to
the viewer, nor is the other only defined as the graffiti writer. Instead, this
me/other relationship appears ontologically throughout the entirety of genre.
From the outset, it must be remembered that any work of contemporary
graffiti retains Kilroy’s utterance: I was here, where you are now. However, this
utterance does not appear verbally but instead graphically. Such a reliance on
words and images prevents the secondary interlocutor’s response in that he or she
cannot speak directly to the graffiti writer, in return to the work’s proclamation,
that he or she is there, where the graffiti writer was. Blanchot assesses such a nonreciprocal relationship as “an essentially dissymmetrical field governed by
discontinuity” that resolves in “drawing out a level of language where one might
gain the power not only to express oneself in an intermittent manner, but also to
allow intermittence itself to speak” (Blanchot, Interruption (as on a Reimann
surface) 77-78). Thus, more salient than just instilling a distance, this fissuring
allows for that distance to present itself as a distance, or space.
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Comparatively, VHILS reductive pieces and methodology illustrate the
complexity of this situation throughout a series of considerations. While these
incised faces are perhaps not strange in their own appearance, they estrange the
writer and the wall from the viewer through varied and intermittent spacings that
present themselves both materially and immaterially. As has been previously
demonstrated in the chapter, VHILS touches the wall through his excavational
gestures of carving, chiseling, and wiping or rubbing away its surface. Each
contact physically opens the wall by way of, as well as producing, an intermittent
interval. The latter of which, when accumulated into a series and subsequently
viewed from a distance, renders the human face. As the work, this face establishes
itself as divided from the wall by way of that contingent and paradoxical
relationship between presence and absence. The wall is absent from the
manufactured face in the latter’s presence; and furthermore reversibly, the face is
absent from the wall’s presence of brick and mortar. Subsequently, the image and
the ground (to employ the more common visual art vernacular) appear designated
in conjunction with each other at that very instance when the other is alienated.
One could not exist in the face of the other, but only absent or outside of its face.
Such an abutting permits “intermittence itself to speak: a speech that, nonunifying, is no longer content with being a passage or a bridge—a nonpontificating speech capable of clearing the two shores separated by the abyss, but
without filling in the abyss or reuniting its shores: a speech without reference to
unity” (Blanchot, Interruption (as on a Reimann surface) 78).
234

This aversion to unity also manifests in the relationship established
between the work and the viewer. True, while the viewer perceives the work in its
totality of marks as a rendered face, he or she only witnesses this at a necessitated
distance required by the fact that if he or she were to approach the image, and
subsequently view it from a reduced distance of only a few inches, the fabrication
would be lost, disappearing into brick and concrete. This type of ocular spacing
arises initially in the canon of painting and in particular on the canvasses of Diego
Velázquez (see fig. 23). Notable in his Portrait of Philip IV in Brown and Silver,
Velázquez forgoes the rendering of minute details in favor of “short, succinct,
impastoed strokes of infinite shape and size” that when “[s]een at close range, this
busy tangle of brushwork appears almost random and formless. But at a distance,
it reproduces the glittering surface of a richly brocaded costume with remarkable
fidelity” (Brown 85-88).
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Fig. 23. Velázquez, Diego. Philip IV in Brown and Silver. Detail. C. 1631-1632.
London National Gallery. untitledsarah.blog62.fc2.com. Oil on Canvas. Web. 3
October 2014.
While such technical finesse came to be declared as one of his most noteworthy
contributions to the aesthetic of painting by initiating the liberation of brushwork
from an explicitly descriptive role, as aforementioned, these flourishes also dictate
the position of their viewer.76 In order to comprehend the image as a pictorializing
of Philip the IV, just as it occurs for one of VHILS’s reductive faces, a viewer
becomes suspended at a distance so as to keep the work from dissolving into its
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materiality. Subsequently, while this division proves to be a necessity for the
participants of the pictorial encounter, in that very encounter it presents itself as
spacing, (to employ Blanchot’s metaphor) as a refusal of unity between the shore
of the canvas and the shore of its beholder while filling the abyss between them.
Further, this interval negotiates relations by requiring that one “found[s] [his, her,
or its] relation with [the other] upon this very interruption that is an interruption
of being” (Blanchot, Interruption (as on a Reimann surface) 77). Therefore, not
only are the designations of the beings involved assigned and fixed according to
Blanchot’s ideologies, but also the very integrity of the being comes under
consideration as well.
Blanchot further alludes to this when reviewing the ambiguity of such an
interruption occurring in the varied types of speech he discerns.
Yet there is something more grave; when the power of speech is
interrupted, one does not know, one can never know with certainty,
what is at work: the interruption that permits exchange, the
interruption that suspends speech in order to reestablish it at
another level, or the negating interruption that, far from still being
a speech that recovers its wind and breathes, undertakes—if this is
possible—to asphyxiate speech and destroy it as though forever.
When for example, interruption arises out of fatigue, out of pain or
affliction (all forms of the neutral), do we know to which
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experience it belongs? … No, we are not sure (and this, moreover,
adds to the fatigue and the affliction). We sense as well that if pain
(fatigue or affliction) hollows out an infinite gap between beings,
this gap is perhaps what would be most important to bring to
expression, all the while leaving it empty, so that to speak out of
fatigue, out of pain or affliction [malheur], could be to speak
according to the infinite dimension of language. (Blanchot,
Interruption (as on a Reimann surface) 78)
While Blanchot continues this delineation demonstrating the continued
perplexities of this interruption he examines in the “speech of writing” (Blanchot,
Interruption (as on a Reimann surface) 78), of initial import here are the images
he invokes of witnessing someone communicating out of fatigue or pain and the
interruptions entailed therein. The witnessed interlocutor’s being becomes
questioned as the other interlocutor cannot be certain from which delimited area
the former one calls out from. This discussion posits this relation as another
expression of finitude towards another and a subsequent anti-establishing by not
communing with the other in an understanding that could be translated into
another and repeatable work. The first interlocutor assesses the other in question
but does not resolve the question into a comprehension that closes the space
between them. Instead, according to Blanchot, the gap between these two
participants becomes emphasized in its emptiness. Associatively, there is the
matter of the initial interlocutor communicating out of pain, fatigue, or affliction
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with the included interruptions. The paramount of this task appears as the act of
speaking in accordance to that “dimension of language” (Blanchot, Interruption
(as on a Reimann surface) 78) that keeps the other interlocutor at an irreconcilable
distance that is hollowed out and subsequently kept bare. Thus neither interlocutor
transcends the abyss between them but instead labors to reinforce it in order to
keep themselves in difference from each other. So, in what manners are these
hollowed out spaces brought to expression in a way that keep this relationship
founded on an interruption of being?
Already the mechanics of such a scenario have been reviewed in the work
of VHILS as the integrity of the wall, the face, and the assigned location of the
viewer were considered. However, the imagery of his work also offers a unique
contribution by being hollowed out human faces. In such a manifestation, these
works engage their viewers by emphasizing their vacant ontology. They are the
space intermittently opened up in the wall and kept at a space from the viewer.
Yet, in imaging a human face, they call out to a viewer through a silent and absent
gaze, —in that the work does not speak, and in that its gaze is only a simulation of
a gaze—soliciting an association by way of recognition that functions as a
reminder to the viewer of his or her to-be-absent being.77 In conjunction with its
actualization being comprised of a series of contingent interruptions, the image
reflects the ontology of the viewer as interrupted through continually
encountering interruptions in his or her spatiotemporal existence (the latter of
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which already manifested in the work’s encounter). The possibility for such an
analogy Michael Foucault elucidates in his text The Order of Things as follows:
[h]ence the possibility for man to observe that it is identical in
himself and his companions. He is therefore able to associate the
cry he hears from another’s mouth, the grimace he sees upon that
other’s face, with the same representations that have, on several
occasions, accompanied his own cries and movements. (Foucault,
The Order of Things 115)
However, for all of its associative capacity, this correlation is only implied and
more or less founded on an un-provable assumption. While a beholder of one of
VHILS’s faces may come to reflect on his or her own mortality, this transpires by
way of the work’s silence, which (according to Blanchot) is that very entity that
keeps the gap resistant to communing open. Thus, while the face may draw
comparison, its continued silenced utterance holds it apart.
Further, as well as contributing to such metaphysical realizations, this
associative composition becomes executed in service of more specific and
pertinent geo-political matters. One such example is Ossário by Alexadre Órion.
Concerned with the elevated air pollution of São Paulo, the writer employed rags
and other cleaning materials to remove layers of soot caused by car exhaust in the
Max Feffer Tunnel. Yet, this act involved more than just a charitable gesture in
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that his cleaning was deliberately used as a technique to depict 3500 skulls (see
fig. 24 and fig. 25).

Fig. 24. Órion, Alexadre. Ossário. C. 2006. Max Feffer Tunnel, São Paulo.
inspirationalgeek.wordpress. Web. 5 October 2014.
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Fig. 25. Órion, Alexadre. Detail Ossário. C. 2006. Max Feffer Tunnel, São Paulo.
now-be.tumblr. Web. 5 October 2014.
Operating as indexical reminders of his absent presence in the tunnel, the skulls
also transform the space into a pseudo-ossarium that houses the remains of the
city’s inhabitants as their pollution covering the walls. Also, similar to the
characteristic walls and ornate decorations comprised of skulls that are found in
ossariums, these remains of São Paulo’s motorists become manifest only through
their being arranged by a posthumous aesthetician. Prior to Órion’s intervention
into the space, these remnants passed unnoticed to a casual observer. The tunnel
merely appeared dark. It was not until he interrupted the perceived continuity of
the wall (actualizing the stark contrast between the grated metal and the assumed
surfaces’ normal darkened modality) that these remains became apparent,
confronting the viewer with their macabre discourse.
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One of the more historically renowned examples of such a discourse
appears in considering the Sedlec Ossuary in Sedlec, Czech Republic. During the
church’s expansion in 1400, large mass graves (the result of the Black Death
plagues) were exhumed. Instead of reburying the skeletons, they were organized
in variety of manners that eventually transpired into the manufacturing of a large
chandelier and a rendering of the coat of arms of the Schwarzenberg noble family
among other objects.78 These works, dated from 1870, are credited to the wood
carver František Rint, and serve as a potent reminder of the severe loss of life the
plagues brought to Europe. In the same manner as Órion, Rint worked
retrospectively, meaning that his compositions developed posterior to the event
that produced their material.
However, different to Ossário, the chandelier and the coat of arms
(through being made of human remains) are commemorative of the events that
transpired in history; Órion’s work is anticipatory, serving as a cautionary
foretelling of a potentially ensuing fate of humanity. Given the contemporary
actuality of humankind’s impact on the global environment and the subsequent
damage it has caused, such a work as Ossário makes explicit not only the
transpired past, in the effacement of the soot and ensuing exposure of the surfaces
concealed by time, but also through the image of the repeating skulls, the terminal
point such a trajectory progresses towards in its culmination: the expiration of
humankind. In summary, his interruptions, disturbing the apparent modality of the
wall, rendered as the pictorialization of the skulls, meet the city’s inhabitants with
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vacant stares, metaphorically reminding this public that their remains are
poisonous to their livelihood and demonstrating how they ultimately interrupt
themselves as a larger societal body via the remains they produce. The latter part
of this analysis substantiates itself through the paradigm of the position of the
work’s author. Órion manufactures the skulls, producing his own remains across
the tunnel’s surface and in being an illicit activity, he endangers himself
repeatedly exposing himself to both physical harm and legal injunctions and thus
interrupts his being as an author. Further, exemplifying an anti-establishing, the
work not only symbolically demonstrates the self-perpetuated self-negation of
humankind but also self-perpetuates its self-negation by prompting its removal.
Poetically depicted in the short film documenting Ossário, its finality comes at
the film’s conclusion when a tanker truck appears in the dimly lit tunnel, and a
worker hoses clean the entire wall revealing its original, vibrant surface in its
totality.79 As such, beyond being an indexical and symbolic graphism of pollution,
and the critical discourses delimiting this socio-geo-political issue, the piece also
induces the societal change it had originally accentuated. Following Nancy’s
underlying conditions for the constitution of a community, unfolding through an
example such as this appears one of those “mortal truth[s]” first addressed in
Chapter 1 of this discussion, and explicated throughout Chapter 3, wherein
community “is revealed in the death of others” (Nancy, The Inoperative
Community 15). Here, as prior, these others incorporate not only those passing
through the tunnel but also the works themselves.
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Although specific in its manifestation (being custom to the tunnel),
Ossário is not unique in its criticisms. Across the heterogeneous modalities of
contemporary graffiti, certain writers take similar measures to discuss the
questions and potentials of ephemerality through their work’s selected mediums.
Whereas Órion capitalized on the transient pollution (being both transient and
from transients) in order to draw attention to the potential lethalness of
humankind’s actions, works by eco-taggers such as Edina Tokodi, a.k.a.
Mosstika, accentuate the disparity between the urban and the non-urban through a
juxtaposition of imagery and material (see fig. 26). Employing plant matter, the
artist installs vegetation directly onto city walls, fashioning it into depictions of
humans, plants, and animals. As the works will transpire overtime, they overtly
reference temporality through both technique and image, leading critics such as
Wacławek to claim that “Mosstika quietly insinuates nature’s troubled survival in
otherwise industrialized locations” (Wacławek 92).
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Fig. 26. Mosstika. Coney Island Moss. C 2008. New York City, USA. Brooklyn
Street Art. Web. 10 October 2014.
This accentuation of transience (both actual, manifested in the fading of
the moss; and implicit, through the symbolic endangerment of the rabbit and
nature) ensues through replicating mechanics similar to a Rubin Vase wherein the
image appears through a comparative bi-stable or reversible play of positive and
negative spaces. The rabbit emerges at once as the positive space of the wall
outlined by the negative space of the moss, or as the positive space of the moss
traced by the negative space of the wall. Such a dynamic operates analogously to
the class of imagery W.J.T. Mitchell terms “Dialectical” (Mitchell 45) in his essay
Metapictures. As he explains, employing the example of the Duck-Rabbit image,
dialectical or “multistable images… display the phenomenon of ‘nesting,’
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presenting one image concealed inside an other image, but… they tend to make
the boundary between first- and second-order representations ambiguous”
(Mitchell 48).80 He continues as follows:
They do not refer to themselves, or to a class of pictures, but
employ a single gestalt to shift from one reference to another. The
ambiguity of their referentiality produces a kind of secondary
effect of auto-reference to the drawing as drawing, an invitation to
the spectator to return with fascination to the mysterious object
whose identity seems so mutable and yet so absolutely singular and
definite.
If self-reference is elicited by the multistable image, then, it
has as much to do with the self of the viewer as with the
metapicture itself. We might think of the multistable image as a
device for educing self-knowledge, a kind of mirror for the
beholder, or a screen for self-projection like the Rorschach test.
(Mitchell 48)
Whereas the referential ambiguity of the Duck-Rabbit manifests resulting
from the simultaneity of the image, the moss rabbit’s uncertainty relies on the
surrounding discourses it accentuates. This transpires through alternating from the
pictorialized rabbit as either positive or negative space to an awareness of the
image’s material that constitutes this space: the moss. Subsequently, that
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aforementioned auto-referencing that compels the viewer to see the Duck-Rabbit
as a drawing and to confront that entity’s force of illusion, directs the beholder of
the moss rabbit to comprehend and contemplate the moss as moss and the city
wall as a city wall. Again, he or she returns to the dissimilar ideas of urban
modernity and nature Mosstika’s centralizes in the work. Thus, what materializes
nested within the moss rabbit is not explicitly another image; but instead, a
meditation on materiality that serves as self-knowledge for the viewer regarding
the socio-political themes the work promotes. In this manner, the moss rabbit,
akin to the Duck-Rabbit and other dialectial images, possesses the “ability to
move across the boundaries of popular and professional discourses” (Mitchell 4849) and open up spaces of discussion and realization just as the work opens up in
the space of itself.
Further, these discursive apertures are the consequences of varied actual
and metaphysical co-dependent interruptions. The modality of the rabbit appears
as interrupted moss through being interrupted by the city wall. A viewer perceives
its form via the plant matter’s being fissured by its pictorial ground, that very
fabrication that supports the rabbit’s presentation (in the former being a symbol of
modern industry) and that houses the rabbit’s imagery (by functioning as the
physical location for the work’s installation). Yet also alternatively, the rabbit
appears as the interruption of the wall. It manifests as that extraneous element
foreign to the manufactured plywood that disrupts the unity of the wall’s façade.
This transpires through observing the moss as the fissuring element, as that entity
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that separates the wall from itself and holds it apart from itself (in the former
being both a symbol of environmental awareness and in being composed of a nonindustrial material). However, while one evaluation or the other depends on how
the scene becomes comprehended and which element (the wall or the moss)
appears as predominant, neither scenario exists exclusive from the other. Inherent
in the mechanisms of any interruption are the continued codependency of what
enacts the interruption and of what is interrupted. While rudimentary, such a
formulation problematizes the overt bolstering of one valuation of the work or the
other due to the continued ambiguity the work contains as well as manufactures.
Instead, such an understanding of the piece posits its ontology as an
unresolvableness. The moss interrupts the wall, just as the latter interrupts the
former in a simultaneous juxtaposition of material, method, and ideology thus
manifesting the work as neither one (the moss, the rabbit, the symbol of eccoideology) nor the other (the plywood, the wall, the symbol of modern industry)
but as both concurrently. Subsequently, in not being completely identified by one
quality or the other, the work opens and maintains a space of indefinite
interpretation and interruption, echoing the physical spacing the work materializes
from and therefore allows for space to continually present itself as such. Again,
this discussion returns to its central theme of anti-establishings here,
acknowledged initially in the self-perpetuated self-negation of the moss rabbit’s
ephemerality owed to its material and also in the work’s laboring to explicitly not
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resolve itself, thus denouncing any repeatable program aimed at delimiting a
totalized, unified, and repeatable ideology.
While there are comprehensible ideological similarities between the moss
rabbit and the excavational subversions of VHILS and Órion, one notable
difference regards their methodologies. Whereas the latter writers employ a
process of subtraction in order to visualize their imagery, removing material from
its support; by comparison, Mosstika utilizes an additive procedure, attaching the
moss to the wall. This approach is also employed by another faction of
contemporary graffiti writers known as yarn bombers, a title designated by their
use of that medium. Made popular in 2005 by Magda Sayeg when she founded
the graffiti knitting crew Knitta Please in Texas, the aesthetic sought to “add a
sense of warmth to the urban sphere” as well as to “question the gap between art
and craft, the abundance of mass production and the rigidity of urbanity”
(Wacławek 71). According to Wacławek, this agenda becomes executed in the
following way:
Wrapping otherwise mundane public objects, such as bike racks,
lamp posts and parking meters, with knitted yarn animates the item
and by extension its space of residence, softens the severe lines of
the concrete urban landscape, and artfully challenges the
traditionally functional nature of knitting. Knitta’s ‘tags’, as they
are called are typically read as less aggressive interventions into
250

the public domain – a fact that has encouraged a great number of
knitters to get involved in the aptly named movement, yarn
bombing. This accessible, textural and brightly coloured type of
street art uses graffiti’s lexicon to describe its actions, yet stands in
direct opposition to its rebellious stigmatized nature. (Wacławek
71-72)
Although Wacławek postulates her differentiations adhering to the rigid
structuralizing and categorizations existent between street art and graffiti practices
(an issue prevalent in most critical discourses engaging contemporary graffiti),
her assessment of this facet of the genre still yields several significant insights
that reveal the ontological disposition to produce the aforementioned interruptions
and spacings under review in this chapter. One in particular is this motive to cause
the animation of both the object wrapped and its surrounding context. This
positions the yarn work in a contingent and supplemental role to those objects and
locations it participates with insofar as the latter must be present in order to
become animated (see fig. 27). Further, in being a structural addition to a preexistent object, the yarn work manifests as both site-specific as well as scale and
proportionally customized to the object it wraps.
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Fig. 27. Sayeg, Magda. Untitled. C. 2007. Paris, France. Crocodiles are polite.
Except to each other. Web. 29 October 2014.
For example, in the above figure, the piece, reminiscent of a 1980s leg warmer, is
required to be fabricated adhering to the specific dimensions of that particular
sculpture’s calf. Therefore, and as Wacławek also concurs, this practice suggests
the establishment of a harmonious relationship between work and its context,
quite opposite to the one often assumed in existence between contemporary
graffiti and mainstream hegemonic culture entailing both latent and active
hostilities. Yet, what of this mechanism of animation?
In order to address such a question, this discussion employs Jacques
Derrida’s philosophical assessment of the parergon from his text of the same title
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found in his larger work The Truth in Painting.81 Being those objects secondary to
what Kant determines as the primary aesthetic work (the ergon), the parergon’s
modality assumes the forms of such things as frames attached to paintings,
columns lining buildings, and even “the clothes on statues—for example—would
thus be ornaments: parerga” (Derrida, Parergon 53). Thus, while these objects
delimit the aesthetic form, they are “what the principle subject must not become”
(Derrida, Parergon 54). However, Derrida nuances this determination, ascribing to
this physical and conceptual barrier the certain capacity to operate as a “reflective
hinge” (Derrida, Parergon 52). Elucidated in a footnote, this term hinge translates
from the French word brisure, defined as inferring connotations of both breaking
and joining, and therefore suggestive of Derrida’s larger philosophical ideology of
différance. Therefore, Derrida measures the parergon in the following way:
[a] parergon comes against, beside, and in addition to the ergon,
the work done [fait], the fact [le fait], the work, but it does not fall
to one side, it touches and cooperates within the operation, from a
certain outside. Neither simply outside nor simply inside. Like an
accessory that one is obliged to welcome on the border, on board
[au bord, à bord]. It is first of all the on (the) bo(a)rd(er) [Il est ď
abord ľ à-bord]. (Derrida, Parergon 54)
Sayeg’s Untitled exemplification of this constitution and disposition
appears initially in the rudimentary actuality that her works are clothes on statues.
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Whether explicitly realized, as in the preceding example, or less obviously
intimated as witnessed in her bombing of mundane objects such as concrete posts
or traffic lights, the yarn envelopes a three dimensional object. This envelopment
that touches the object also subsequently allows for and promotes that obligatory
welcoming Derrida notes transpiring as well. How is one welcomed? One method
arising from the manifold of heterogeneous social practices comprehended as
signifying such an event involves touching. Whether occurring through a
handshake or an embrace, the two participants physically engage each other.
Already the yarn accomplishes this via its enclosing of an object. Yet, the work
also compels another congruent meeting to occur: one taking place between the
viewer and the work. In an interview the author of this discussion conducted with
a practicing yarn bomber K Witta, she explains, “it [the yarn] invites [the]
onlooker to look at the everyday mundane things in a new light. It has a tactile
element that invites the hand to touch it, or even better, hug it” (Witta). Albeit
such a scene (a pedestrian embracing an mundane urban object) may appear
peculiar and solicit a curious glance from onlooker, it nonetheless possesses an
element of greeting manifested through the gesture and touch performed. Further,
provided and supported by this initial meeting, there also emerges a secondary
meeting unfolded between the pedestrian and the object of the yarn’s embrace. In
another point in her interview, K Witta alludes to this specifically stating that, “I
adore when I see random people hugging a lamppost or a tree just because it’s
covered in beautiful yarn” (Witta). Here, through identifying the lamppost or tree
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as the object greeted, the primacy of the yarn becomes subverted, regulated to an
object that facilitates the encounter but does not entirely partake in it. However,
such marginalization distinguishes the same agency Derrida determined
constituting the parergon’s ontology. Returning to Derrida, he explicates:
[t]he parergon stands out [se détache] both from the ergon (the
work) and from the milieu, it stands out first of all like a figure on
a ground. But it does not stand out in the same way as the work.
The latter also stands out against a ground. But the parergonal
frame stands out against two grounds [fonds], but with respect to
each of those two grounds, it merges [se fond] into the other. With
respect to the work which can serve as a ground for it, it merges
into the wall, and then, gradually, into the general text. With
respect to the background which the general text is, it merges into
the work which stands out against the general background. There is
always a form on a ground, but the parergon is a form which has
as its traditional determination not that it stands out but that it
disappears, buries itself, effaces itself, melts away at the moment it
deploys its greatest energy. (Derrida, Parergon 61)
Initially, the achievement of the yarn assuming this status of a parergonal
figure standing out from a ground has already visually actualized itself through
the juxtaposition of color, texture, and material between the former and the object
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that it greets. Also, by way of her discourse on this facet of contemporary graffiti,
K Witta distinguishes the yarn from the object it envelopes by initially focusing
on the former’s inherent traits and capabilities to invite a viewer to engage it; a
demarcation further reinforced by the critical assessment of the urban object and
surrounding environment as being cold, and non-welcoming. However, the
paregon slips and merges into these other areas, observed already in K Witta’s
shifting her analysis from the yarn to the lamppost as the primary object of
attention and discussion. This amalgamation thus incorporates the work, or ergon,
as well. And, whereas the yarn germinates outward throughout the urban
environment and subsequent infinitely expanding text via the pedestrian’s hug, or
curious look, or from the piece’s ensuing documentation and re-presentation in
books, reviews, and throughout various websites (to list only a few of these
archival practices), it also attaches itself to that statue or lamppost so as to address
what that latter object lacks. It softens the harsh urban landscape. It gives it
warmth. Again, returning to Derrida’s text:
[w]hat constitutes them as parerga is not simply their exteriority as
a surplus, it is the internal structural link which rivets them to the
lack in the interior of the ergon. Without this lack, the ergon would
have no need of a parergon. The ergon’s lack is the lack of a
parergon, of the garment or the column which nevertheless
remains exterior to it. (Derrida, Parergon 59-60)
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Thus, while the yarn “melts away at the moment it deploys its greatest energy”
(Derrida, Parergon 61) facilitating the encounter between the pedestrian and
lamppost, it does this in response to an intrinsic characteristic of the involved
participants while maintaining its supplementary role. In this way, the response
causes notice of that trait it replies to by accentuating it, and in turn, renders not a
totalized homogeneous field of interconnection, but instead a series of differences
translating into each other. Hinged [brisure] together, the warm yarn is not the
cold statue nor is it the active pedestrian (or any other arrangement of these
participants abutted against each other), although one comes to the other through
the other. And in this way, the yarn and its addition, in this response, participates
in manufacturing of a series of interruptions by not only disrupting the perceived
unity of the wrapped object (due to the various visual distinctions between the
former and the latter) but also by provoking a manifold of further responses from
the engaging pedestrians. Therefore, while it facilitates a contact between a
pedestrian and the object as well as a pedestrian and another pedestrian, the yarn
also holds each contributor apart, separating them through the differences both
promoted and delimited.
Hence, while each work of contemporary graffiti considered herein
functions as a series of authored interruptions subverting any methodological,
ideological, or ontological unification of any designated party, the question still
remains: what can be assessed of that being which is interrupted? First, to be
explicit, it is the myth of attaining unity that becomes interrupted, the fabrication
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that all participants exist in full presence and in the full presence of the other; and
in so doing, possess the ability to coalesce with the other in totality (a myth
already undermined by the fact that these aforementioned examples materialize
resulting from the absence of things such as soot, bricks, and moss). However,
and to employ Nancy’s discourse, when a myth, wall, “or voice, or music, is
suddenly interrupted, one hears just at that instant something else, a mixture of
various silences and noises that had been covered over by the sound, but in this
something else one hears again the voice of the music that has become in a way
the voice or music of its own interruption” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 62).
Subsequently:
in some way the interrupted voice or music imprints the schema of
its retreat in the murmur of the rustling to which the interruption
gives rise… The interruption has a voice, and its schema imprints
itself in the rustling of the community exposed to its own
dispersion. When myth stops playing, the community that resists
completion and fusion, the community that propagates and exposes
itself, makes itself heard in a certain way. It does not speak, of
course, nor does it make music. As I have said, it is itself the
interruption, for it is upon this exposure of singular beings that
myth is interrupted. (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 62).
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Advanced as describing the unique modalities of the diverse participants
involved in the current examples under consideration, this passage elucidates the
entirety of the interplay between them as follows. The interrupted voice (the wall,
city, or statue) leaves the imprint of its retreat (the brick, the coldness and unwelcoming, or the un-organic) in the murmur (the graffiti work) to which the
interruption (the graffiti writer) gives rise. Further, the interruption (the graffiti
writer) has a voice, and its schema (the graffiti work) imprints itself in the rustling
of a community exposed to its own dispersion (the excavated wall, or erased soot,
that signify the sharing out of individualities and differences, absences and
ephemerality’s, that continually deconstruct the myth of communing, and instead
that call all to community). Nancy continues:
[b]ut the interruption itself has a singular voice, a voice or a
retiring music that is taken up, held, and at the same time exposed
in an echo that is not a repetition—it is the voice of community…
which in its way… states without declaring it, the mythless truth of
endless being-in-common, of this being in common that is not a
“common being” and that the community itself therefore does not
limit and that myth is incapable of founding or containing. There is
a voice of community articulated in the interruption, and even out
of the interruption itself. (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 62)
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Nancy concludes this delineation reminding one that a “name has been given to
this voice of interruption: literature (or writing)” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 63).
Holding the necessitated meditation on the broader and more intricate
ramifications suggested by this statement until the succeeding chapter, this
discussion aligns Nancy’s initial discourse of literature with its conceptualization
of contemporary graffiti’s anti-establishing ontology through this fundamental
mechanism of interruption. Echoing the narrative of the yarn work, Nancy
describes literature’s “unended” modality as it “does not come to an end at the
place where the work passes from an author to a reader, and from this reader to
another reader or to another author” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 65), thus
perpetuating its continued reception and re-evaluation as it is parsed by and
throughout the heterogeneous field of beings. Further, as these contemporary
graffiti works confirm their own materiality through the juxtaposition against their
context, illustrating the perpetuated interruption of either, they are no more than
the telling of this continual event. And as such, “[t]he text that recounts its own
story recounts an unfinished story; it recounts it interrupted and it essentially
interrupts is own recitation. The text interrupts itself at the point where it shares
itself out—at every moment, to you, from him or her to you, to me, to them. In a
sense, it is the sharing of myth. It is community exchanging and distributing its
myth” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 65). It does not conclude, nor does it manifest
seamlessly as a singular being, methodology, or ideology. Instead, it selfperpetuates a self-negation in its transference from one author to another reader
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who will comprehend its incursion in different manner. Again, this is no more
than anti-establishing, a denouncing of transcendentalism, and the allowance for
the individual to continually present itself anew.
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Chapter 5: Performing Finitude
-The more they talked, the more I wrote; the more they talked, the more I wrote.
Darryl McCray ‘Cornbread’ (Reiss)

Part 1: Literary Graffiti
In the final pages of the previous chapter of this discussion, it was noted
that Jean-Luc Nancy describes one of the ontological mechanisms of his
inoperative community as arising voiced in those interruptions which impede a
total communing communion and that this voice is named “literature” (Nancy,
Myth Interrupted 64). Yet, instead of only thwarting any attempts at founding
community, these interruptions are in fact those very moments by way of drawing
together beings while maintaining their essential differences. If to stand in
community with another demands the mutual sharing of finitude, then both
participants must meet in a compearence that keeps them simultaneously apart,
and a part, with the other.82 Thus, Nancy elucidates that:
Being-in-common is literary, that is, if we can attempt to say that it
has its very being in “literature” (in writing, in a certain voice, in a
singular music, but also in a painting, in a dance, and in the
exercise of thought), then what “literature” will have to designate
is this being itself…in itself. In other words, it would designate
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that singular ontological quality that gives being in common, that
does not hold it in reserve, before of after community, as an
essence of man, of God, or of the State achieving its fulfillment in
communion, but that rather makes for a being that is only when
shared in common, or rather whose quality of being, whose nature
and structure are shared (or exposed). (Nancy, Myth Interrupted
64)
Before addressing the socio-political ramifications of this re-configuration of
community and how it affects its varied participants, it should be noted that
Nancy’s definition of literature represents his philosophical position to maintain
individualized singularities that are drawn together. He resists any totalizing or
dialectical concluding synthesis that would define literature as being a seamless
and homogenous activity and object. Instead, he promotes a manifold of practices
that not only retain their individuality when juxtaposed against each other (for
example: there is little confusing dance with painting), but as well compel
singularized encounters and interpretations. Given the unique characteristics that
delimit each being, no one sees or comprehends the same image, event, or idea in
an identical manner to his or her neighbor; and therefore, literature brings
singularities to itself, in and through itself.
Thus, it could be argued that there is a subsequent equivocal correlation
between works of literature and singular beings, yet Nancy is clear to distinguish
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the fact that literature designates that ontological force that gives singular beings
to each other in their singularities. Literature founds a being that manifests only in
compearence. This being’s nature is shared and exists in and forms community
with another in his or her perpetual state of being-in-common. In this positioning,
literature distinguishes a practice of manufacturing texts, objects, and ideas that
affirm a sharing of being that is not reducible to any fixed methodology or
ideology. As such, literature’s existence is Nancy’s idea of existence itself. By
communicating singularity, it communicates shared finite existence and
subsequently, if being-in-common manifests as the exposing and therefore sharing
of finitude, literature is that sharing which exposes to its varied participants their
ontological status of being-in-common. In short “literature inscribes being-incommon” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 66).
Here, the term “share” carries with it the full implications of several of its
potential definitions. Initially, in Nancy’s philosophical discussions, to share
signifies the exposition of a singular being with another, who is doing the same in
and at the same time. In this way, both participants have a portion of something
(being-in-common) with the other and partake in and contribute to community,
defined as that field of singularities that are drawn together. Other terms for such
an act would be showing, revealing, or exposure/exposing, the latter of which
Nancy employs throughout his texts to delimit this occurrence. Then there is also
the associated (and pertinent) meaning of the word entailing the dividing up of
something, and/or that part that is delimited. Here again, being appears through its
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continued division of itself through itself; and therefore, it shares a share with
another share from another being that is sharing. In short, the term continually
describes the individual by way of his or her individuality appearing in the
encountering of another enacting the exact same protocol, or as Nancy states
“[s]haring divides and shares itself” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 64), it is the
continued singular plurality of finite existence.
A significant component of this ontological condition of being entails the
other who receives or witnesses the expositions of finitudes. To give, assumes the
presupposition of a giver and a receiver, and the action of presentation from the
former to the latter. Therefore, “the work [of literature] must be offered up for
communication,” meaning that “it must in effect be offered, that is to say,
presented, proposed, and abandoned on the common limit where singular beings
share one another” (Nancy, Literary Communism 73). Thus, giving appears in
action and manifest as an action performed for another. Considering literature,
Nancy elucidates that even “[t]he most solitary of writers writes only for the
other” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 66), and as for the writer’s “inscriptions to take
place, witnesses are needed” (Brighenti 325). Further, through its performance,
giving maintains the distinction between the giver and the receiver while drawing
the two together. Using Marx’s summation of the “ ‘social’ character of labors in
primitive ‘communes’ ” Nancy explains that for Marx’s description “[c]ommunity
means here the socially exposed particularity, in opposition to the socially
imploded generality characteristic of capitalist community” (Nancy, Literary
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Communism 74).83 Nancy continues, utilizing Marx’s analysis of individual
property to conclude that ultimately Marx is in fact labeling community:
A community formed by an articulation of “particularities,” and
not founded in any autonomous essence that would subsist by itself
and that would reabsorb or assume singular beings into itself. If
community is “posited before production,” it is not in the form of a
common being that would preexist works and would still have to
be set to work in them, but as a being in common of the singular
being. (Nancy, Literary Communism 75)
The writer articulates his or her particularity as the writer, just as the
reader articulates his or her particularity as the reader when they are juxtaposed in
a literary exchange; and therefore, such “articulation is doubtless essential to
singular beings: these latter are what they are to the extent that they are articulated
upon one another, to the extent that they are spread out and shared along lines of
force, of cleavage, of twisting, of chance, whose network makes up their being-incommon” (Nancy, Literary Communism 75). Regarding this exchange, the
moment of the encounter does not exists prior, manifesting as a transcendental
force that the reader or writer would come to participate in like one joining a
social, political, or religious ideology. It is not a creed or a prescribed existence.
From this calculation then, singular beings are ends for another, meaning they
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exist in difference to the other, being through their various plays of their
individual articulations. Here, as Nancy explicates:
Articulation is only a juncture, or more exactly the play of the
juncture: what takes place where different pieces touch each other
without fusing together, where they slide, pivot, or tumble over
one another, one at the limit of the other—exactly at its limit—
where these singular and distinct pieces fold or stiffen, flex or
tense themselves together and through one another, unto one
another, without this mutual play—which always remains, at the
same time, a play between them—ever forming into the substance
or the higher power of a Whole. Here, the totality is itself the play
of the articulations. This is why a whole of singularities, which is
indeed a whole, does not close in around the singularities to elevate
them to its power: this whole is essentially the opening of
singularities in their articulations, the tracing and the pulse of their
limits. (Nancy, Literary Communism 76)
Nancy is working extensively to describe a field of community that is the
interactions that exists by the differentiations occurring between singular beings
when they face each other. Beyond the constant plurality of being he continually
delimits; the immediate contingency of this situation also proves paramount to his
formulation. Plurality necessitates the other who changes as predicated on his or
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her varied contexts. At one moment, the writer appears as a writer, and in the
next, he or she may appear as a reader and vice versa. Therefore, these
singularities are in perpetual flux, continually becoming through their individual
articulations that require and subsequently engage another. Nancy names this
totality, “the totality of a dialogue,” which “in a sense, is no longer ‘the animation
of the Idea in subjects’ (Hegel); it is made up only of the articulation of mouths:
each one articulated upon itself, facing the other, at the limit of itself and of the
other, in this place that is a place only in order to be the spacing of a singular
being—spacing it from the self and from others—and constituting it from the very
outset as a community of being” (Nancy, Myth Interrupted 76). Moreover,
dialogue predicates and requires change both of itself and of its interlocutors.
This concept of altering position and identity caused by what the
interlocutor utters has been extensively developed by both structural and poststructural linguistics. In her essay Notes on the Index: Part 1, Rosalind Krauss
explores this idea employing Roman Jakobson’s linguistic modality of the
“shifter” (R. E. Krauss, Notes on the Index: Part 1 197). As she explains:
The shifter is Jakobson’s term for that category of linguistic sign
which is “filled with signification” only because it is “empty.”…
The personal pronouns ‘I’ and ‘you’ are also shifters. As we speak
to one another, both of us using ‘I’ and ‘you’, the referents of those
words keep changing places across the space of our conversation. I
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am the referent of ‘I’ only when I am the one who is speaking.
When it is your turn, it belongs to you. (R. E. Krauss, Notes on the
Index: Part 1 197)
Jakobson is progressing the singular importance of context here, realizing that
without reference to the shifter’s speaker or purpose within its particular usage, it
carries no meaning and is subsequently completely interchangeable. Further, he
carefully notes the shifter’s simultaneous possessing of both indexical and
symbolic modes of the sign. As he explains in his essay Shifters and Verbal
Categories:
The pronoun ‘I,’ for example, means the person uttering I. Thus on
one hand, the sign I cannot represent its object without being
associated with the latter ‘by a conventional rule,’ and in different
codes the same meaning assigned to different sequences such as I,
ego, ich, and ja: consequently I is a symbol. On the other hand, the
sign I cannot represent its object without ‘being in existential
relation’ with this object: the word I designating the utterer is
existentially related to his utterance and hence functions as an
index” (Jakobson 388).
This component also grounds the meaning of the shifter by rooting in its context,
where different socio-linguistic rules designated its form, content, and referent.
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Krauss is leery of this formation, as are other post-structural critics, and
progresses her delineation into a further study of double regression and Lacanian
psychology (in particular his “mirror stage”) in order to analyze the role of the
indexical sign and dissolve the authority of the shifter as a locator of the self or
the other.84 Instead, via Lacan and Duchamp, Krauss explores the “confusion in
the shifter,” and the subsequent “problem of naming an individual self” (R. E.
Krauss, Notes on the Index: Part 1 200). She initially takes as her example
Duchamp’s large work Tu M’ (see fig. 28). A painted panorama depicting some of
Duchamp’s post-Cubist period pieces, the canvas contains imagery of several of
his readymades, the Hat Rack and the Bicycle Wheel in particular. Yet, they are
rendered as cast shadows as if their actual forms are suspended somewhere behind
the viewer with lights shining across them. This imagery is juxtaposed with
various meticulously rendered items such as a cascading sequence of multicolored squares and a hand with its index finger pointing at a white screen.

Fig. 28. Duchamp, Marcel. Tu M’. c. 1918. Yale University Art Gallery. Wahoo
Art. Oil and graphite on canvas, with bottle-washing brush, safety pins, nut and
bolt. Web. 22 November 2014.
270

These shadows and hand, coupled with the works title (translated as: You ____
[to] me), are what Krauss focuses on in her deconstruction of the shifter. By her
logic, cast shadows constitute indexical signs in being created by the visual
imprint of the referent through the latter’s blocking of light. This discussion adds
to her analysis the issue that, absent of the actual bicycle wheel and hat rack (they
are not suspended in front of the canvas casting shadows), a viewer is only
presented with their indexes, which for all practical purposes are not caused by
light and shadow at all but by paint. Therefore, the index the viewer perceives is
not solely connected to the object depicted but also marks the past presence of
Duchamp himself (in that he painted them) and thus functions as a dual referent
simultaneously referencing him and the object. Subsequently, the painting,
containing images of his works of art fabricated by his physical act of painting,
becomes a large pseudo self-portrait founded on duplicity. Other critics, such as
Krauss, reach the same deduction. Coupled with Duchamp’s other works such as
The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even, and his alter ego Rrose Sélavy,
they explain:
What does it mean, however, that in Tu m’ invokes the two sides of
the colloquy at once, as though he were mixing up linguistic
decorum by occupying both poles himself: “You_____[to] me”?
Could this relate to yet another note from The Green Box which
consists of a little sketch for the Large Glass with the feminine
bride in the upper register labeled MAR (for mariée) and the
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masculine bachelors in the lower one labeled CEL (for
célibataires). Put together, of course, these two syllables produce
“Marcel” by which Duchamp names himself, although strangely
split and doubled as would be the case with Tu m’… For as the
subject of the vast self-portrait assembled by Tu m’, Duchamp
declares himself as a disjunctive, fractured subject, split axially
into the two facing poles of pronominal space, even as he would
split himself sexually into the two opposite poles of gender in the
many photographic self-portraits he would make while in drag and
sign Rrose Sélavy. (Foster, Krauss and Bois 162-163)
While such extensive analysis of Duchamp’s socio-aesthetic concerns and
methodologies employing alter egos and shifters proves highly valuable for postmodern theories, this discussion focuses its attention onto the two following
issues. First, while the shifter occurs in exchanging discourse, prior to or
motivating that exchange resides the founding matter that what one interlocutor
hears before the ‘I’ or the ‘you’ is that someone else is articulating himself or
herself. It is not what is said so much as that it is said. Beyond just the
grammatical language itself, differences arise here through the modalities of
verbal tone that manufacture harmonies by way of dissonance. Nancy elucidates
this issue in the following way:
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I no longer (no longer essentially) hear in it [dialogue] what the
other wants to say (to me), but I hear in it that the other, or some
other (de l’autre) speaks and that there is an essential archiarticulation of the voice and of voices, which constitutes the being
in common itself: the voice is always in itself articulated (different
from itself, differing itself), and this is why there is not a voice, but
the plural voices of singular beings. (Nancy, Literary Communism
76)
The second issue coupled with this primacy of the action, regards the fact
that while a shifter manifests contextually bound to whomever employs it and
subsequently can alternate between its varied interlocutors, this I/you exchange
remains an exchange. The ‘I’ and ‘you’ only ever alternate places; they never
commune into a singularized totality. In their existence, they will never be each
other at the same time. Thus, exposed here are the limits of the ‘I’ and the ‘you’
presented in their moments of use and a further illustration of the perpetual
manifestation of singular being. This is the very reason why Duchamp could
subvert and confuse his presented identities throughout his artworks. He worked
from the societal presupposition of a singular identity of the autonomous speaker
that was both ‘I’ and ‘you’ and problematized this fabrication by forcing that very
assumed authority to its limits where it ceased to function as originally intended.
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Ultimately, the entirety of these aforementioned examples can be
organized as instances of performing finitude, those instances of
performing/exposing differences that constitute singular being. One always
articulates himself or herself through being, and this articulation will always
ontologically be dependent upon another’s being and subsequent articulations.
However, this dependency exists solely in and through the division between the
two interlocutors. When one speaks, he or she does not pronounce the same word
that another does per se. They may speak the same word, but the fact that they
both enunciate it means the word will be different just as its interlocutors are.
However, “[i]t is not a question of establishing rules for communication, it is a
question of understanding before all else that in ‘communication’ what takes
place is an exposition: finite existence exposed to finite existence, co-appearing
before it and with it” (Connor xl). Again, this discussion returns to Nancy’s
considerations of community by way of this communication, “[t]he address is
always singular, but the other that demands our response is always the
community” (Fynsk xxxviii). If community is the being-in-common of singular
beings, then it requires that these beings be in-difference to each other. And, to be
different demands the action of being different. This act entails the differing of the
self from the self as well as the self from the other continuously therefore antiestablishing itself perpetually in a contra-community. Nancy describes this as the
singularity of being through the following passage:
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The singular being is neither the common being nor the individual.
There is a concept of the common being and of the individual;
there is a generality of what is common and of the individual.
There is neither of these for the singular being. There is no singular
being: there is, and this is different, an essential singularity of
being itself (its finitude, in Heidegger’s language). That is to say,
the “singular being” is not some kind of being among beings. In a
sense, every being is absolutely singular: a stone never occupies
the space of another stone. But the singularity of being (that is,
beings are given one by one—which has nothing to do with the
idea of indivisibility that makes up the concept of the individual;
on the contrary, the singularity of the singular being endlessly
divides Being and beings, or rather divides the Being of beings,
which is only through and as its division into singular/common),
the singularity of being, then, is singular on the basis of the limit
that exposes it: man, animal, or god have been up to now the
diverse names for this limit, which is itself diverse. By definition,
the fact of being exposed at this limit leads to the risk—or the
chance—of changing identity in it. Neither gods nor human beings
nor animals are assured of their identity. (Nancy, Literary
Communism 77-78)
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This expositional limit that constitutes the singularity of being and the ensuing
unsureness of identity that transpires by way of that limit exemplifies this
ontological being of difference that requires and manufactures difference. Also,
beyond the implied changing of identity (another paradigm of this difference
occurring in and through difference) exists the fact that one performs this limit
through the aforementioned sharing with another. When evaluating contemporary
graffiti, the entirety of these differential delineations proves salient for the
counterculture, finding employment throughout its ideologies and methodologies.
The contemporary graffiti writer does not risk changing identity; he or she
celebrates it.
Already examined in Chapter 1 of this discussion, the performing of name
switching is further appraised here in correlation with these aforementioned ideas.
As explicated in that preceding chapter, name switching entails the graffiti writer
actively inventing and altering his or her tag for a variety of both aesthetic and
legal reasons. Whether he or she is unhappy with the name’s overall design and/or
its reception by its peers, or it has drawn such extensive public attention that if the
writer were ever to be arrested, he or she would undoubtedly be sentenced to jail
time, this act permits the graffiti writer to continue his or her exploits while
resolving these various concerns. However, beyond assessing name switching as
merely a reoccurring and often necessary operation of the counterculture, reveled
through its manifestation are several issues relevant to the ontology of the graffiti
writer and broader ideologies encapsulating identity itself.
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To begin, regarding the tag, it is necessary to understand that “it has
something to do with their [the graffiti writers] personality, their being”
(Castlemen 72-74). The words and letter design are thus attempts to embody the
script with the inherent characteristics and personal tastes of its writer. But, as
meta-physicists such as Heidegger demonstrate, beings are not in stasis. One is
always being toward the horizon of being in and through time. Thus, identity
changes and correspondingly so does the tag. Further, as tags are often developed
from street names, or nicknames, they subsequently reflect the inevitable changes
of identity specific to the urban environment as well. But, this entire enterprise
reveals more than just a reflection of being by virtue of the fact that the writer
fashions and re-fashions his or her tag thus claiming ownership over his or her
changing identity. Therefore, the tag not only reflects the changing of identity but
also reflects and transpires by way of the self-changing of identity.
In Getting Up, Subway Graffiti in New York, Castleman quotes Stan 153’s
recounting of how he authored his tag, exemplifying the claim that when “they
[graffiti writers] first start writing graffiti, writers will often run though a number
of different names before they hit upon one that they like” (Castlemen 74).
In 1970 I became a graffiti artist because of my best friend. His
name was David. He started writing Dave I, right? So I said, “Hey,
well, let me try a name.” So then I started out with the name Blue
Flame and it just didn’t hit it off. People said, “Blue Flame, ha-ha277

ha.” And that made me feel kind of funny. I tried a few of other
names then like Cool Stanley, Stanley P, Stanley Doo-Wah. Didn’t
quite work. So I ran into another graffiti artist who’s a friend of
mine from first grade, Cliff 159 and another one whose name
was…Jester 1. They said, “Stop writing all that and try your real
name.” So I said, “O.K., Stanley.” And they said, “No, it doesn’t
sound right. Try Stan.” So I put it together with my street number
153. (Castlemen 74)
Regarding the fabrication of changing identity, the significance of Stanley’s
narration is in how the writer explored and manufactured assorted presentations of
his nom de guerre, which exists as an incarnation of his being. These diverse
articulations are the revealing of those limits of singular exposure Nancy
considers above wherein the finitude of one being is shared with another. While
the alternate compositions of his tags differentiated from each other, evolving
from one to next, and thus appear in difference, this progression resulted from
Stanley’s interactions with other and assumedly more experienced graffiti writers.
Therefore, his ontological being as a graffiti writer existed in its revealing to the
other writers, who correspondingly existed singularly through the expositions of
their own limits. Further, these singular instances of identity metamorphosed
throughout their expositions and, pertaining to this discussion’s primary concern,
serve as instances of anti-establishings via being self-perpetuated self-negations
constituted by the denial of singular and repeatable identities. Stanley’s modality
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as a graffiti writer existed in play with his development as a writer articulated in
and through the contextual and critical influences he encountered just as that
context and those influences were reveling their own singular instances of being
to him and each other.
Primary to and operating throughout the entirety of these articulations is
the agency of those various beings demonstrated through the graffiti work
resulting from “a writer choos[ing] a name” (Castlemen 74), this agency
determining to, and what to, articulate. From the outset of his recollection, Stanley
is explicit in his desire to be a writer, and further, while he considered the
miscellaneous aspects of his tag in response to its pubic receptions, he nonetheless
decided which aspects were pertinent to his agenda. Often motivating these
selections are the personal predilections and history of the writer. Subsequently
not only does the tag illustrate some aspect of the writer, but in doing so, it
pictorializes the writer’s ability to pictorialize. As Castleman describes:
Names are derived from many sources. Bama says that his name is
“an East African word meaning ‘poet’ or ‘prophet’”, Adom 2 got
his name from science class (a misspelling of atom); Mitch (whose
real name is Mitch) got his secondary names, Tue and 7-Up, from
the abbreviation for Tuesday on the calendar and his favorite soft
drink…Hispanic writers frequently choose Spanish or “Spanglish”
words for names. For example, Mico’s name is Dominican slang
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for “monkey”; Mono’s name also means “monkey”; Chino Malo’s
name, in his own words, means “bad Chink”; Papo’s name means
“Dad”; and Veza’s name is short for cerveza, meaning “beer.”
(Castlemen 74-75)
Comparable between each of these individualized pseudonyms are their
affiliations with their writers, wherein he or she has selected some aspect of his or
her personal life to cultivate into a tag. This act of self-naming that arguably
constitutes the entire counterculture revels a profound ideology of graffiti writers:
that of making oneself. Castleman explains this in the following way:
To such writers their names take on a special importance, for it is
by these self-chosen names that they are known to the people from
whom they would most like to win respect and admiration, and it is
by the writing of these names that they hope to achieve success.
Wicked Gary is typical of writers who feel that a sense of identity
and pride can be derived from writing one’s name: “A lot of people
found…security and comfort in dealing with their name. It was
strengthening who they were to themselves….Writing your name
identifies who you are. The more you write your name, the more
you begin to think about and the more you begin to be about who
you are. Once you start doing that, you start to assert your
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individualism and when you do that, you have an identity.”
(Castlemen 76)
While this passage initially appears as a declaration for being selfdetermined through one’s actions so as to found a singular identity, taking into
consideration the fact that the graffiti writer name switches, the individualism he
or she determines is the individualism of continually changing identity. Further,
this discussion does not designate the graffiti work as a work that a writer
manufactures which retroactively fabricates his or her identity. Following a logic
much more aligned with Nancy, it instead focuses on the aforementioned idea of
“be[ing] about who you are” (Castlemen 76), positing that a graffiti writer exists
only insofar as he or she appears through this practice that is not directly
replicable from one writer to another. What one graffiti writer deems significant,
another will not. This results in a discursive methodology manufacturing
dissimilar lettering and imagery. Thus, graffiti pieces and their writers are
comparable through their diversity and collectively present the inherent
singularity of being via their juxtapositions with each other. The graffiti writer is a
perpetually singular being, exposing his or her finitude to another. Through this
evolution, illustrated by and comparable to his or her tag’s development, the idea
of perpetually presenting oneself in a singular way that differs from other ways of
being manifests.
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What to make of this asserting of individualism? As demonstrated by the
logic of Nancy and exemplified by Castleman’s subjects, it is an auto-progressive
practice, entailing the continual response to another. Therefore, it requires
repetition. While it is correct that the graffiti work appears in repetition
throughout the urban landscape, and therefore the graffiti writer writes in
repetition, this governing technique finds its provenance in those alterations of
names mentioned prior. Beyond the repetition of the tag, the writer repeats the act
of manufacturing a name. Thus, not only are the tags repeated by the repetitive
acts of the writers but also are the acts of name changing. More important than
difference then is the repetition that brings differences forward. It is through that
latter action that the entirety of contemporary graffiti’s ideologies and
methodologies exist. This formula of identity through repetition also appears in
action regarding the establishment of gender as put forth by Judith Butler.
Explaining Simone de Beauvoir’s phenomenological interpretation regarding the
process of constituting acts from phenomenology regarding the process of
becoming a woman, Butler claims that such an identity is “an identity instituted
through a stylized repetition of acts” (Butler, Performative Acts and Gender
Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 519). Utilizing
this concept, she goes on considering the extent of such a statement and its
involvement of bodily gestures and performances that move gender away from
being a sustained modality of identity to one that demands to be considered on the
bases of social temporality. For Butler’s analysis, gender manifests through
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actions that are “internally discontinuous” (Butler, Performative Acts and Gender
Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 520), and any
appearance of an identity exists only in that it is constructed and acted out. Thus:
If the ground of gender identity is the stylized repetition of acts
through time, and not a seemingly seamless identity, then the
possibilities of gender transformation are to be found in the
arbitrary relation between such acts, in the possibility of a different
sort of repeating, in the breaking or subversive repetition of that
style. (Butler, Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An
Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 520)
She goes on to clarify her agenda as an investigation set at demonstrating “that
what is called gender identity is a performative accomplishment compelled by
social sanction and taboo. In its very character as performative resides the
possibility of contesting its reified status” (Butler, Performative Acts and Gender
Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 520).
Considering her delineation then, in order for gender roles to be upset, and
subsequently proven existent only by and through performative actions, it requires
that gender undergo a different type of repetition than what has historically
transpired. What such an alternate approach would involve would of course be
socially taboo.
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Regarding this discussion’s review of the graffiti writer; up until this
point, it has labored to study this identity in relationship to the commercial
mainstream, considering the various interconnections between the two. Through
these numerous examples, the fact has been demonstrated that contemporary
graffiti is an anti-establishing and that through this modality it perpetually
contradicts itself via pursuing various manifestations through different ideologies
and methodologies. And this existence creates its contra-community. Yet, such a
summation warrants caution, for it runs the risk of being miscomprehended as an
ideological credo grounded in historically proven graffiti identities. To be
explicit: an anti-establishing does not bolster the tested and established positions
of the past. Butler senses a similar concern regarding gender via Merleau-Ponty
and Beauvoir where “the body is understood to be an active process of embodying
certain cultural and historical possibilities” (Butler, Performative Acts and Gender
Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 521). This
historicity proves to be an issue demanding caution. While from one perspective,
it appears beneficiary by concretizing the body in the known facts of what has
transpired; from the other by that very action, the understanding of the body
becomes delimited, restricted to predetermined comprehensions. Regarding
Merleau-Ponty’s ideas, Butler summarizes that he “maintains not only that the
body is an historical idea but a set of possibilities to be continually realized. In
claiming that the body is an historical idea, Merleau-Ponty means that it gains its
meaning through a concrete and historically mediated expression in the world”
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(Butler, Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology
and Feminist Theory 521). As a set of possibilities then, the body’s appearance is
not predetermined by some inner essence, and its appearance demands to be
understood as the adoption and rendering of a set of historical possibilities. This
signifies that there is some agency understood as that process of executing these
possibilities determinate. However, those possibilities are constrained by
historical conventions.
Developing this line of reasoning leads Butler to the two following
conclusions. While initially:
The body is not a self-identical or merely factic materiality; it is a
materiality that bears meaning, if nothing else, and the manner of
this bearing is fundamentally dramatic. By dramatic I mean only
that the body is not merely matter but a continual and incessant
materializing of possibilities. One is not simply a body, but, in
some very key sense, one does one’s body and, indeed, one does
one’s body differently from one’s contemporaries and from one’s
embodied predecessors and successors as well. (Butler,
Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in
Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 521)
Butler also contends that “[i]t is, however, clearly unfortunate grammar to claim
that there is a ‘we’ of and ‘I’ that does its body, as if a disembodied agency
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preceded and directed an embodied exterior” (Butler, Performative Acts and
Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 521).
Instead, she encourages the thought that the “ ‘I’ that is its body is, of necessity, a
mode of embodying, and the ‘what’ that it embodies is possibilities” (Butler,
Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and
Feminist Theory 521). But, she clarifies, that those possibilities which become
realized are not exterior or a precursor to the process of embodying itself. Instead:
As an intentionally organized materiality, the body is always an
embodying of possibilities both conditioned and circumscribed by
historical convention. In other words, the body is a historical
situation, as Beauvoir has claimed, and is a manner of doing,
dramatizing, and reproducing a historical situation. (Butler,
Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in
Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 521)
Thus, while initially Butler’s discourse appears to promote sentiments reading
akin to Nancy’s concerning the presentation of the self in difference to other
bodies doing the same, and thus manifesting through an exposition of finitudes,
such an act appears historically conditioned and subsequently restrained to and by
the epoch in which it appears. Therefore, such a “style is never fully self-styled,
for living styles have a history, and that history conditions and limits possibilities”
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(Butler, Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology
and Feminist Theory 521).
Ultimately, Butler arrives at a provocative conclusion stating that clearly
discernable genders are a significant component of what “ ‘humanizes’ ”
individuals throughout society, and more importantly that “those who fail to do
their gender right are regularly punished” (Butler, Performative Acts and Gender
Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 522). Yet, absent
of any predetermined transcendental essence, gender only occurs by and through
those acts which, through being understood as denoting gender, create the idea of
gender. Therefore, gender is a self-perpetuated self-manufactured self-regulated
entity. As Butler states:
Gender is, thus, a construction that regularly conceals its genesis.
The tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain
discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the
credibility of its own production. The authors of gender become
entranced by their own fictions whereby the construction compels
one’s belief in its necessity and naturalness. The historical
possibilities materialized through various corporeal styles are
nothing other than those punitively regulated cultural fictions that
are alternately embodied and disguised under duress. (Butler,
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Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in
Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 522) .
The counterculture of contemporary graffiti confronts the same
circumstances in the present era. Already extensively reviewed throughout this
discussion (most explicitly in Chapter 2), are the various and critically defined
categories, types, and styles of graffiti writing, which, correspondent to what
Butler denotes regarding the manipulated manufacturing of gender, appear just as
fabricated. The primary reason why these specific ideologies and methodologies
become conventional standards for the counterculture is their endorsement by
writers and critics, a commendation that subsequently entails their recirculation
throughout the genre. Further, as a society that confirms authority on those writers
and styles designated by their fame and notoriety (a status in part achieved
through this selective dissemination of media), those propagated styles become
emulated for the same agenda, which in turn reinforces their continuation and
primacy. While such a cyclic predictability allows for critics and mainstream
society to author their extensive codifications of the counterculture,
institutionalizing it for their own agendas, this discussion asserts that in actuality
this ontology is imposed onto contemporary graffiti in various attempts to
determine the genre’s overall value. And, while it could be contended that this
discussion observes the same protocol, albeit to alternatively verify graffiti’s
existence as a self-perpetuated self-negation, such criticism fails to accurately
comprehend the ontological disposition of an anti-establishing. To be an anti288

establishing entails its own anti-establishing: the continual rejection of
formulation and constant subversion of prediction. This is the modality of the
contra-community.
In order to ensure such a modality, there is a necessitated reliance on the
creative agencies of the different writers to reveal themselves in perpetual
difference to each other. This mark of authenticity carries beyond the more
traditional writers and their practices into alternative approaches and works that
juxtapose the now familiar imagery in form and content. In fact, that customary
external structure of paint on a public surface demands to be destabilized by those
very ideologies that credited it as subversive and original in the first place. So,
where and how does this agency that enacts an anti-establishing appear? What
does it present itself in, as, and through, and what reveals and confirms it as the
designating component of contemporary graffiti? The addressing of these
inquiries involves the identification of alternative writers who, through
performing a “different sort of repeating” (Butler, Performative Acts and Gender
Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 520), abandon
and subsequently interrupt the pre-existent division between graffiti cultures and
hegemonic society. These are the practitioners invested in executing the idea of
graffiti onto graffiti itself in order to subvert its normalization. They are the taboo
of the taboo.85
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Part 2: Tabooing Taboo
The executing of such an agenda requires beginning from a rigorous
fidelity to that statement uttered by all works of contemporary graffiti: “I was
here, where you are now.” That proclamation exists based on the presence of the
writer, of his or her body existing in and at the same location as the viewer. Thus,
the two following graffiti writer tabooists employ and emphasize their body (or its
absence) explicitly. Further, as the body of the graffiti writer and the viewer often
encounter each other in the public space of the urban environment, it follows that
this location will continue to serve as a primary site for these tabooists’ works.
Although dedicated to a critical restructuring of the pervading methodologies and
ideologies that contemporary graffiti employs, these writers do not reject the
public space for their incursions. Postulated here, this is owing to the paradoxical
situation involving the environment’s inherent volatility coupled with the societal
techniques of governance that regulate it. A scenario equating itself with the
counterculture, the urban landscape appears as a non-sequential series of
disjointed and random events with varied pedestrians engaging each other through
ways that are indeed confined by preexistent rules and directives. It is a system
claiming to promote an ambiguity, which is actually an ambiguity of regulated
chance. By operating within this area, as well as in juxtaposition to the
institutionalized styles of graffiti writing, these taboo writers demonstrate that
such existent regulations (implemented by both contemporary graffiti and
mainstream societies) will fail to account for their productions. In this manner,
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they advance graffiti’s anti-establishing ontology—returning the counterculture to
its primary objective.
Butler also suggests the utilization of the public sphere for the contesting
of pre-assumed and pre-assigned gender. Similar to the tabooist graffiti writers,
the reason she cites for this involves the realization that in such a location, the
performative act of gender disruption (in particular transvestitism) becomes
dangerous due to the lack of “theatrical conventions to delimit the purely
imaginary character of the act, indeed, on the street…there is no presumption that
the act is distinct from reality; the disquieting effect of the act is that there are no
conventions to facilitate making this separation” (Butler, Performative Acts and
Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 527). She
continues, confirming the transvestite’s authority elucidating that:
The transvestite, however, can do more than simply express the
distinction between sex and gender, but challenges, at least
implicitly, the distinction between appearance and reality that
structures a good deal of popular thinking about gender identity. If
the ‘reality’ of gender is constituted by the performance itself, then
there is no recourse to an essential and unrealized ‘sex’ or ‘gender’
which gender performances ostensibly express. Indeed, the
transvestite’s gender is as fully real as anyone whose performance
complies with social expectations…Gender reality is performative
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which means, quite simply, that it is real only to the extent that it is
performed. (Butler, Performative Acts and Gender Constitution:
An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory 527)
Thus, the imbricated ideologies and strategies here involve realizing the
performative nature of the transgression as acted out through the body so as to
complicate, if not outright refute any standardization. Through these approaches,
both countercultures remind their viewers that it is through the act of being that
Being occurs.86
While he began as a writer in the 1970s alongside other contemporary
graffiti pioneers such as Dondi and Ink76, it was Ramm:ell:zee’s
deconstructionist theories of language and performances that established his
iconic position in the counterculture. Akin to the transvestite, whose exhibition
appears most effective in the public space, Ramm:ell:zee prefers the same
environment, explaining that “[m]y favorite form of expression - performance art.
Painting is second dimension trying to get into the third. Performance art - that’s
third dimension trying to get into the fourth…I walk down the street, and people
look at me and say: ‘Who the hell are you’” (Peiter 13). Afforded by the absence
of any theatrical apparatus and safeguard regulating the potential interactions
between Ramm:ell:zee and the public, these encounters would prove to be rather
outlandish scenarios between the former and latter when considering
Ramm:ell:zee primarily appeared in costume as one the deities from his Gothic
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Futurism pantheon (see fig. 29). Being confronted with such a spectacle,
regardless of any direct involvement with him, would undoubtedly provoke notice
and question from an onlooker.

Fig. 29. Ramm:ell:zee. gash/olear. c. 1989-1998. thedegrader.blogspot. Web 21
Dec 2014.
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His overly ornate costumes actualize the elaborate designs and colors of the
wildstyle lettering he began his career writing, and through this embodiment of a
visual aesthetic, Ramm:ell:zee considers the writer’s explicit location within it in
a unique and fundamental way. It is as if one witnesses a tag itself walking down
the street, sitting in the bar, or riding the subway. Further, just as tags are
routinely name switched, Ramm:ell:zee wore various costumes from his
mythology, performing different deities at different times such as Crux the Monk
or Chaser the Eraser. Yet these characters and the underlying philosophy of
Gothic Futurism they embodied were more complex and innovative than being
just mere duplications of existent graffiti ideology. Instead, Ramm:ell:zee
authored an entire letter theory he named IKON_OKLAST PANZERISM whose
esoteric logic governed his entire project and claimed to describe “a battle
between letters and the symbolic warfare against any standardizations enforced by
the rule of the alphabet” (Peiter 10). Quoted from his treatise, he describes this
agenda in the following way, “Knowledge knowledges knowledge, the elevation
of Wild Style knowledge is concluded as a SYMBOL DESTROYER,
ARMORED, MEDIEVAL MECHANISM. This formation shall be known as
IKON_ OKLAST PANZERISM: R.O.K.: GOTHIC FURURISM, THIS IS WILD
STYLE CORRECTED” (Ramm:ell:zee)
Yet, for all of its apparent innovativeness, Ramm:ell:zee did not advance
his theory as completely originary. Instead, he aligned it with the illuminated
writings of Gothic era monks. As he describes:
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The graffiti artists of the 1970s in the tunnels of New York
continued where the monks of the fourteenth century had left off
with their illuminated letters. Back then handwritten religious
scripts were the main way to spread any form of knowledge. Those
monks, who were fighting with the clerical elite, started to decorate
the letters with ornamental outlines so they could illuminate the
truth in the core of the letters. These letters are electromagnetic
structures and as fonts they represent pure knowledge. In order to
protect this knowledge the monks sent the letters to a place where
the clerical elite wouldn’t dare to go: hell. That’s where they
stayed until, in the early 1970s, the first graffiti writers
rediscovered them in the gothic tunnels of the New York transit
system. (Peiter 10)
Combining history, science fiction, linguistic theory, and fashion aesthetics
Ramm:ell:zee extended the common graffiti practice of appropriation to its limits
and subsequently demonstrated the Post-Modern ideology that myths and origin
stories are invented and continually re-fabricated. As further clarified in Guerilla
Art, “Ramm:ell:zee was one of the first hip hop artists to recognize how writing is
used as a tool to keep outsiders at bay. His theory questions the role and
deployment of language in society, harnessing words to give them the power of a
weapon” (Peiter 10). Thus, to summarize, his project sought to erase the historical
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residues attached to words and letter forms in service of reinstating them to their
original potency as the literal constitutive tools for manufacturing reality.
An example of this re-formulation of letters and writing manifests in the
name Ramm:ell:zee itself which diagrammaticly breaks down to:
All formations of word knowiedge [sic] are constructed under the
symbolic thoughts of the infinity sign. Motion in motion, power,
armed, stride with position straight, is known as the function
formation formula for and of IKONKLASTIC PANZERISM ROK
REMANIPULATION, all the knowledge for military strategy for
the (BLOOD SYSTEM) of New York City, (Universal Tranit [sic]
System). First: MILITARY FUNCTION
RAMM*ELEVATION*Z MILITARY FUNCTION
FORMATION RAMM*SIGMA*LL*Z*SIGMA, SIGMA
(Ramm:ell:zee)
Correlating the literal and the figurative together, passages such as this
manufacture a verbal materialization of the very linguistic substance from which
meaning is discerned. And, while this can be categorized as wordplay exhausted
beyond any recuperation, these graphisms illustrate the irrationality of words,
elevating this trait to supreme importance.
While Ramm:ell:zee’s ideology and aesthetic relies on what could be
classified as exhibitionism, he never directly sought to promote himself. Beyond
296

spending the majority of his time isolated in his TriBeCa loft studio he called: The
Battle Station, he is quoted as enigmatically proclaiming: “I am the hidden,” a
statement he clarifies by explaining “[m]any people think I actually want to be
seen, but I’m not interested in fame. I like infamy… I’m just an average Joe”
(Peiter 13). This denouncing of fame in the pursuance of notoriety may appear as
a misinformed enterprise when considering that for the majority of contemporary
graffiti writers, they are one in the same. However, the justification for
Ramm:ell:zee’s desire resides in the fact that the infamy he sought not only
juxtaposed himself against the mainstream (any graffiti writer is already in such a
position) but also opposed himself to the counterculture as well. In the same way
that his grammatical/mathematical hybrid formulas broke with the
institutionalized symbolic roles of both codes, he rebelled against the expected
and subsequent dominant ideology of contemporary graffiti to be notorious by
seeking inconspicuousness. He understood the fact that to be authentically
infamous as a graffiti writer required being just an average guy. It demanded
being the unknown-no-name that garners no attention. By primarily appearing
only in costume, he achieved this status in that absent of his elaborate masks, he
was just a normal pedestrian.
Not being a standard convention within the counterculture, this notorious
normality Ramm:ell:zee utilized and celebrated confirms this discussion’s
primary thesis arguing that contemporary graffiti is an anti-establishing. Through
simultaneously dismissing the counterculture’s ideologies about fame, as well as
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performing multiple characters, he plainly rejects the concept of a singular
identity. Regarding that fundamental absence of the author previously
aforementioned however (in that he or she is not present at the time of the work’s
viewing), Ramm:ell:zee’s performances may appear contradictory to this
proposal. It was he after all that wore his costumes and interacted with the public.
But, these events were the manifestations of his Ikon_oklast Panzerism linguistic
theory and subsequently can be designated as actualizations of that theory in
practice. Further, given the elaborateness of his costumes, their emphasis was
evidently on themselves and not the person wearing them, an assertion bolstered
by the fact that these masks and ensembles where exhibited in various gallery
exhibitions after his death. Therefore, Ramm:ell:zee (the person) is and was
absent, his body only being a temporal armature for the work, a work that was the
maximizing of the capacity of writing and its usurpation of its writer.
In The Death of the Author, Roland Barthes describes the identical
scenario appearing in Mallarme’s philosophies:
Though the sway of the Author remains powerful (the new
criticism has often done no more than consolidate it), it goes
without saying that certain writers have long since attempted to
loosen it. In France, Mallarme was doubtless the first to see and to
foresee in its full extent the necessity to substitute language itself
for the person who until then had been supposed to be its owner.
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For him, for us too, it is language which speaks, not the author: to
write is, through a prerequisite impersonality (not at all to be
confused with the castrating objectivity of the realist novelist), to
reach that point where only language acts, ‘performs’, and not
‘me’. Mallarmé’s entire poetics consists in suppressing the author
in the interest of writing (which is, as will be seen, to restore the
place of the reader). (Barthes 143)
Reserving the reinstatement of the reader and his or her authority for the
succeeding chapter of this discussion, the salient issue here pertaining to
Ramm:ell:zee is how he diminished the primacy of the author and the subsequent
agency he bestowed on language. Categorizing his various characters as the
personifications of his linguistic philosophy, as the actors of that conflict waged
between words and their institutionalization, they, like the modern author Barthes
describes, are “born simultaneously with the text, [and are] in no way equipped
with a being preceding or exceeding the writing” (Barthes 145). Further, when
considering passages from his manifesto such as “Ram catch bases for structure
colony mathematics of Ikonoklast Panzerism. Points stabilizing friction, intake,
outpush or thrust. Start with the structure of six, 6, 360, of equaling or extenting
[sic] from zero degrees equals aerodynamics. This is the reverse like 360 + 00.
INPLOSION/EXPLOSION EQUALS 0-0+.,” (Ramm:ell:zee), his “writing can
no longer designate an operation of recording, notification, representation,
‘depiction’ (as the Classics would say); rather, it designates exactly what
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linguistics, referring to Oxford philosophy, call a performative, (exclusively given
in the first person and in the present tense) in which the enunciation has no other
content…than the act by which it is uttered” (Barthes 145-146). His language,
which is the conflict between language and meaning itself subsequently has no
provenance other than this conflict that appears in its various pronouncements,
whether spoken or written. It is a language that “has no other origin than language
itself, language which ceaselessly calls into question all origins” (Barthes 146).
Although not initially apparent, Darryl McCray’s tag “Cornbread”
encourages a comparison founded on its own assuming of authority and primacy
over its writer. Stating that “all roads lead back to me” (Reiss) when considering
his role and status within the counterculture, Darryl is explicit in his want to claim
the title of the originator of the genre. Most historical accounts giving credence to
this stature progress similar narratives: that during the mid 1960s, Darryl served a
stint at a juvenile correctional facility located in Philadelphia where he became
dissatisfied with the cafeteria’s selections. Frustrated with the white bread served
routinely at every meal, he repeatedly insisted that the cooks alter the menu and
bake cornbread. Eventually, he incensed one of the cooks to the point that “he
grabbed me by the shirt, walked me out to my counselor and said ‘keep this
cornbread out my kitchen, he’s a pain in my ass’” (Cane). While his culinary
request was denied:
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The name Cornbread had a certain ring to it. I got the name written
on the back of my shirt, and I started writing it all over the halls of
the juvenile institution. Everybody talked about my name all over
the jail, so I figured if they talked about my name all over the jail,
they would talk about my name all over the street. And that’s
exactly what happened. The more they talked, the more I wrote;
the more they talked, the more I wrote. (Reiss)
And, in 1967, after his release from the detention center, Darryl’s nom de guerre
began a continued prevalent growth on the streets of Philadelphia.
As was previously the case, Darryl’s actions were compelled by the
attention of others. However, instead of a disagreeing cook or his fellow inmates,
it was a girl named Cynthia.
When I got out I met this girl in school named Cynthia. I used to
like Cynthia a lot. I would walk her home from school everyday
‘cause I was trying to be her boyfriend. I started writing
“Cornbread loves Cynthia” all over the neighborhood. She didn’t
know Cornbread and I were the same person, she just knew me as
Darryl. It played on my mind ‘cause Cornbread seemed to get
more attention from her than I did.
Yet, Darryl and Cynthia never came to fruition, and after sometime, he
discontinued his romantic declarations. However, he did not desist from including
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other personal antidotes appended to his tag. One such example appeared on the
signs located at the Philadelphia International Airport reading “Cornbread
welcomes you to Philadelphia” (Cybriwsky 493).
Over the subsequent years, Darryl persisted in tagging throughout the city
so extensively that, as his brother explains, “his name just seemed to grow and
grow and grow, and he just became a household name more or less” (Reiss).
Targets for his widespread penmanship included walls, busses, trollies, trains, the
top floor of a skyscraper under construction, and even the side of the Jackson 5’s
personal jet. Also, it was during this time that the notice of the local media
networks in and around Philadelphia furthered his commonality as mention of the
writer and photos of his tags began appearing in both newspapers and on radio
broadcasts. The resulting status achieved by Cornbread was that of a notoriety
established at an elevated level not yet attained by other writers at that time. This
position was authenticated when on March 2, 1971 the Philadelphia Tribune ran
an erroneous front-page headline announcing that Cornbread was dead. The
following article offered minimal information as to who Cornbread was or what
he was publically known for. The reason for this lack of fastidiousness was
predicated on the pre-existent familiarity the people of Philadelphia already had
with Cornbread: “If you were from Philly, you already knew how to order a
cheesesteak, how to pronounce Schuylkill, and that CORNBREAD has his name
all over the city” (Neelon). But, Cornbread was not deceased, and the newspaper
had wrongly attributed his tag with another man named Cornelius ‘Corn’ Hosey,
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who had in fact been killed by the Philadelphia police. Darryl’s response came
with his scaling the fence of the Philadelphia zoo one night and writing:
Cornbread Lives on every possible surface including the flank of an elephant. As
he explains, “I got locked up for that.”
Although Darryl authored Cornbread, meaning he wrote and disseminated
the word throughout Philadelphia, his recount demonstrates how it was Cornbread
and not himself that obtained the prominent level of notoriety and fame. Initially,
Cynthia’s misdirected enamor aimed at Cornbread and Darryl’s ensuing jealously
are one example of this. While Darryl had arguably already discovered the
positive outcomes of what writing Cornbread could achieve while he was
detained in the juvenile correctional facility, with Cynthia, he apparently realized
the subsequent problematic consequence that he and Cornbread, though
connected, were also divided. They were not one and the same. At that time,
Cornbread was an ever-present sign of an ever-elusive figure that solicited notice
in part through being unknown. Whereas Darryl was merely a teenage boy
escorting a girl he had affection for home from school, Cornbread was the one
being talked about on the radio, being written about in newspapers, and even
having a song recorded about him.87 Given these circumstances, it can be
understood how responses such as these would have “played on [Darryl’s] mind”
(Reiss) if he had been seeking recognition for himself.
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Barthes appraises this division between writer and written in the following
way:
We know that a text is not a line of words releasing a single
‘theological’ meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God) but a
multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of
them original, blend and clash. The text is a tissue of quotations
drawn from innumerable centres of culture. Similar to Bouvard and
Pécuchet, those eternal copyists, at once sublime and comic and
whose profound ridiculousness indicates precisely the truth of
writing, the writing can only imitate a gesture that is always
anterior, never original. His only power is to mix writings, to
counter the ones with the others, in such a way as never to rest on
any one of them. (Barthes 146)
Whereas the text is only a convergence of other texts quoted from society and the
author only capable of intermixing these quotes for the fabrication of his or her
text, both author and authored appear existing according to the commonality that
neither are originary. Neither produce something archetypal; but instead, they recirculate things already in existence. Cornbread results from the same
methodology. According to Darryl’s explanation, he did not invent Cornbread,
but appropriated it from a cook’s offhanded criticism just as the latter
appropriated it to describe Darryl from his offhanded criticism. Thus, Cornbread
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manifested as a cited citation that was then circulated and cited throughout
mainstream society. This transition appeared to produce even more agitation in
Darryl when considering his response to the misinformed announcement of
Cornbread’s death.
Bombing the entire Philadelphia zoo with the message that ‘Cornbread
Lives’ was a clear act of retaliation for the miss-association between Cornelius
‘Corn’ Hosey and Cornbread made by the Philadelphia Tribune. However, this
gesture also confirms and sustains the division between Cornbread and Darryl,
owing to how the former became utilized by commercial society. Inaccurate or
not, the Tribune’s declaration of Cornbread’s passing illustrates the mainstream’s
agency to commodify various entities for its own benefit. Commercialism had
claimed Cornbread for itself and revealed how the tag, no matter how personal,
was not something privately owned and regulated. Instead, it circulated publicly
and subsequently was subject to popular use. Regarding this, it is important to
remember that one of the Tribune’s underlying agendas (akin to any other
publication) is to increase its reputation and profits. Running such a headline
about a figure who, at that time, was being hailed as an urban folk hero would
compel pubic notice and generate those desired outcomes, reinforcing not only
sales but also the newspaper’s position as a contemporary forum for the local
black community of Philadelphia. Cornbread’s commodification was solidified
through the article’s abbreviated report containing little information on who he
was and what his notoriety was founded on. The reason this was possible was due
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to the fact that since the newspaper’s reading public was already familiar with
him and his exploits owing to the exposure he had achieved as the result of his
dissemination throughout the urban environment. Therefore, the article had little
to do with the writer and more to do with using Cornbread for gaining attention in
order to realize its own ends.
But Darryl had not died. This alone highlights the distinction between
himself and Cornbread, and becomes overtly apparent by way of his retributions.
The statement Cornbread Lives perpetuates the heterogeneity of Darryl and
Cornbread through its ambiguous intent. From one perspective, the proclamation
can be comprehended as a defiant challenge to the mainstream media, announced
to disprove its false claims. Comparable to editorials wherein one counterclaims
or refutes a previously published article’s assertions and opinions, Darryl’s
message contests the Philadelphia Tribune’s by authoring a headline of its own.
Further, by disseminating that headline in the manner in which he did (across a
vast amount of various public surfaces), Darryl re-claims the nom de guerre for
himself and appears to attempt the re-instatement of it as a tag. However, assessed
from another perspective, “Cornbread Lives” functions as a remembrance for the
late Cornelius “Corn” Hosey. According to Darryl’s account, Cornelius was “a
friend” (Reiss) who had been killed by the police. Operating from the assumption
(as an uniformed reader would have) that the Tribune had not miss-associated the
deceased with the tag but was legitimately reporting on the untimely death of this
person, the Cornbread Lives graffiti could be read as a rebellious commemoration
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of Cornelius’s life and subsequently be participating through its commentary in
the then current political and racial unrest the United States underwent during the
1960s and 1970s. Imbricated with this appraisal of the graffiti is the potential to
critique it as an impersonation and to subsequently repudiate the actuality of the
situation. Prior to his incursion at the zoo, Darryl recalls how this was transpiring,
"I was on the bus one day, reading the newspaper, and it said, 'Cornbread is shot
to death.' I knew I had to do something amazingly bizarre to let people know I
wasn't dead. I started writing, 'The real Cornbread is not dead,' but people thought
it was an impostor” (Shea). According to Shea’s article, these instances eventually
compelled Darryl to bomb the zoo and elephant in an attempt to clarify who was
who.
Other interpretations of Cornbread Lives unquestionably can be posited,
and that certainty coupled with these aforementioned elucidations reveal the
existing vagueness encompassing the writing. Just as they appear in any work of
contemporary graffiti, different understandings and motives manifest in Darryl’s
proclamation and therefore continually disassociate it from one singular person or
ideological standpoint. Despite Darryl’s attempts to manufacture a genuine
signification of himself, representative of his being and motivation exclusively, he
instead fabricated a “multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none
of them original, blend and clash” (Barthes 146). Pertaining to a chief theme here
is how the designation of identity was assigned to Cornbread and not its writer.
Even Darryl reveals this fact in his perturbation over Cynthia’s misguided
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affection. Whether the writer of the Philadelphia Tribune article or the viewing
pedestrians or Darryl himself, each authenticated Cornbread according to their
own specific needs.
But what of the author? With the exception of Darryl, at the time of
Cornbread’s various readings and subsequent interpretations, he is absent, hence
the public’s entire miss-association between Darryl and Cornbread. Again,
absence establishes itself as the common ground shared by the graffiti writer and
the graffiti work as both ultimately pass from sight over time. Darryl confirms this
in Bomb It when he approaches a chain link fence and nostalgically recounts, “this
right here used to be a wall of an electric company. This was the very first wall I
wrote on” (Reiss). Absence punctuates the scene as he slightly rattles the fence
during his explanation, sonically and visually reminding the viewer of the wall’s,
and Cornbread’s vacancy. Also, throughout his narrative, he continually uses the
past tense when claiming that “he was the world’s first graffiti artist” or reporting
how “everyone talked about [his] name all over the jail” (Reiss). Although
probably unintentional (Darryl continues to demonstrate his want to assert his
importance for contemporary graffiti writing through various interviews he
regularly gives), descriptions such as these call attention to the reality that
Cornbread has long since evaporated from the urban landscape and exists
exclusively in genealogies and histories. However, to be explicit, such an
existence is no more or less realized than the tag appearing as it originally did
throughout Philadelphia. Instead, it proves to be the outcome of graffiti’s anti308

establishing ontology wherein it self-perpetuates its self-negation. Thus, both
author and work resolve in this manner. Further, these evolutions are not
independent from each other but rather transpire according to the other.
Cornbread negates itself via its appearance in the urban landscape where it
becomes subjected to the various adversarial forces that eventually erase the work
from being. But, Cornbread also negates Darryl by usurping his primacy and
notoriety as has just been previously discussed. Inversely, Darryl negates himself
by authoring Cornbread and circulating the sign throughout Philadelphia and
promoting its prominence while concurrently negating Cornbread by that very act
subjecting it to the different antagonists existing there.
As for the reader, he or she appears to rescue the work and its author from
complete obscurity by assigning Cornbread to some signified, whether Darryl or
Cornelius, or seeing it as representative of a larger societal grouping such as
Philadelphia or the early years of the counterculture itself. This marks a distinct
position in the work’s existence insofar as it pronounces the assimilation of the
work and reverses the designation of its intent. The answer to the question: what
is a work of graffiti and what does it do, proves to be less of a declarative and
more of a discursive dialogue. Ultimately, the self-perpetuated self-negations
contemporary graffiti continually manifests as, coupled with this agency of the
reader, results in the needed consideration of the subsequent ideological position
claiming that the artist/author is produced by the work (via its receptions) and not
the opposite.
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Here, the counterculture exemplifies what Michel Foucault termed as the
“author function” which, as it corresponds to this scenario, he explains that:
It does not develop spontaneously as the attribution of a discourse
to an individual. It is, rather, the result of a complex operation that
constructs a certain being of reason that we call “author.” Critics
doubtless try to give this being of reason a realistic status, by
discerning, in the individual, a “deep” motive, a “creative” power,
or a “design,” the milieu in which writing originates. Nevertheless,
these aspects of an individual which we designate as making him
an author are only a projection, in more or less psychologizing
terms, of the operations we force texts to undergo, the connections
we make, the traits we establish as pertinent, the continuities we
recognize, or the exclusions we practice. (Foucault, What is an
Author? 213-214)
An obvious challenge to the assumed position of authority and provenance that
the author produces from, Foucault reverses the direction of creation,
demonstrating the primacy of the reader over the writer.88 Here, the author’s name
becomes the method as to how this progresses. As he elucidates:
The author’s name is a proper name, and therefore it raises the
problems common to all proper names…Obviously, one cannot
turn a proper name into a pure and simple reference. It has other
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than indicative functions: more than an indication, a gesture, a
finger pointed a someone, it is the equivalent of a description.
When one says “Aristotle,” one employs a word that is the
equivalent of one, or a series, of definite descriptions, such as “the
author of the Analytics,” “the founder of ontology,” and so forth.
(Foucault, What is an Author? 209)
Already the correlations between this logic and the logic of the tag become
apparent. When one considers Cornbread, one thinks of the founder of
contemporary graffiti, of the original writer who demonstrated what it entails to
be considered a “king,” and defined the primary ideology and methodology for
the counterculture.89 Foucault continues, reminding that:
One cannot stop there, however, because a proper name does not
have just one signification. When we discover that Arthur
Rimbaud did not write La Chasse spirituelle, we cannot pretend
that the meaning of this proper name, or that of the author, has
been altered. The proper name and the author’s name are situated
between the two poles of description and designation: they must
have a certain link with what they name, but one that is neither
entirely in the mode of designation nor in that of description; it
must be a specific link. However—and it is here that the particular
difficulties of the author’s name arise—the links between the
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proper name and the individual named and between the author’s
name and what it names are not isomorphic and do not function in
the same way. There are several differences. (Foucault, What is an
Author? 209-210)
Therefore, although designative in their individual methods, both names
encounter difficulties with establishing a direct signification. Foucault explores
the differences in the ways this occurs, concluding that the author’s name meets
with far more complexity than the proper name.90 By separating the two and
analyzing their various operations, he concludes that their “differences may result
from the fact that an author’s name is not simply an element in a discourse
(capable of being either subject or object, of being replaced by a pronoun, and the
like)” (Foucault, What is an Author? 210). Instead:
It performs a certain role with regard to narrative discourse,
assuring a classificatory function. Such a name permits one to
group together a certain number of texts, define them, differentiate
them from and contrast them to others. In addition, it establishes a
relationship among the texts. (Foucault, What is an Author? 210)
Following this logic, applying the apparatus of the author function to
Cornbread proves both easy and salient.91 The tag, like the author’s name, serves
a “classificatory function” (Foucault, What is an Author? 210). It allows the
reader to assemble not only the original pieces that permeated Philadelphia but
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also the different images, texts, and narratives, those works compelled. One
fabricates Cornbread through these various manifestations wherein he or she
compares and/or juxtaposes one to the other while creating relationships between
them. In this manner, the tag characterizes not only what exists as part of the
name of the graffiti writer but also a certain mode of discourse invested in
filiations and homogeneity. Subsequently, any work of graffiti always appears as
a tool for or marker of signification left to the various viewers to contribute to its
text. As such, it and its review does not “pass from the interior of a discourse to
the real and exterior individual who produced it; instead, the name seems always
to be present, marking off the edges of the text, revealing, or at least
characterizing, its mode of being” (Foucault, What is an Author? 211). And;
therefore, appears to be a manufacturing agent in its own capacity when
considering how Foucault elucidates that “when I speak of Marx or Freud as
founders of discursivity, I mean that they made possible not only a certain number
of anthologies but also (and equally important) a certain number of differences.
They have created a possibility for something other than their discourse, yet
something belonging to what they have founded” (Foucault, What is an Author?
218).
If delimitation underlies the author’s name however, if “the author’s name
manifests the appearance of a certain discursive set and indicates the status of this
discourse within society” and subsequently “is located in the break that founds a
certain discursive construct and its very particular mode of being” (Foucault,
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What is an Author? 211), then it demands to appear in, as, or through difference.
For Foucault to describe the definition of edges and particularities, he explicates
not only how different entities circulate but also the very fact that they do
circulate with, around, and against each other. He does not define a seamless
totality but instead demonstrates how the various participants interconnect and
what they may potentially create. When this discussion considers the various
graffiti writers as it has throughout, it approaches them in an analogous manner.
Whether it is Cornbread or Keith Haring, Banksy or VHILS, or any of the others
under review, each has been demonstrated to simultaneously be differentiated
from each other, predicated on their various distinctions regarding methodology
and ideology, yet also interconnected by way of the anti-establishing ontology
they share and the contra-community they form. Banksy and Cornbread, although
different from each other, are nonetheless interdependent, belonging to each
other’s discourse, just as Haring and Shepard Fairey are.
To return to an explication of differences is to never completely depart
from the philosophical positions of Nancy’s being-in-common. However, what
has been contributed in this chapter is the evaluation of the participants’ agency
by way of the ideas proposed through Butler’s consideration of performativity.
Through being, one engages in differences that draw each other together in that
exposition of finitude. If this is the ontological ground of being Nancy founds that
encapsulates beings and subsequently founding contemporary graffiti writing,
then can the mechanism be reversed? By that, the question means to ask: if
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contemporary graffiti is in-common just as the larger grouping of beings are, then
are not these latter groupings involved in the same expositions the former graffiti
writers are? In short, are we not all graffiti writers?

315

Chapter 6: We are all Graffiti Writers
-I’m looking for the graffiti artists.
-We are all graffiti writers! (Ahearn)

Part 1: Children pushing a car up a hill
In Wild Style, the scene prior to Lady Pink’s explanation that “nobody
really knows him, it’s like his pieces are there, but who’s doing ‘em, we don’t
know” (Ahearn) regarding the elusive graffiti writer “Zoro,” involves the reporter
befriending a group of very unlikely friends. She (the reporter, played by Patti
Astor) has driven into Brooklyn searching out writers to interview when her car
stalls out. Ahern does a decent job setting the scene up as the camera follows her
from the well to do areas of New York into derelict Brooklyn, illustrating the
clear poverty lines that divided the greater New York area in the early 1980s.
With the car suddenly stopped, the reporter tries the ignition several times as a
large group of black youths surround the vehicle. Their dialogue is as follows:
YOUNG BOY. Hey Lady, you need any help?
REPORTER. Alright, now you kids touch this car, I’m calling the cops,
I’m not kidding…Where are the telephones?
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YOUNG BOY. There’re two of them on the corner but they’ve been
busted over two years.
REPORTER. Really?
YOUNG BOY. Yeah, but there’s one up the hill, about eight blocks up in
Pendy Square.
REPORTER. Eight Blocks?
YOUNG BOY. Yeah. Hey, ain’t you that lady reporter looking for the
graffiti art by the Dixie?
REPORTER. Yeah! I’m looking for the graffiti artists.
THE ENTIRE GROUP OF GATHERED YOUTHS. We are all graffiti
writers!
REPORTER. Then let’s go to the Dixie! (Ahearn)
After which, the youths begin to push the car around the corner and up the hill
away from camera as a gathered crowd of onlookers watches.
Overtly metaphorical, visualizing that significant and dynamic relationship
between the artist and the critic, wherein the latter initially resists the former only
to realize his or her dependency on him or her and concluding with the hopeful
ascent to a mutually beneficial destination, the scene also portrays the
mainstream’s progression from a preliminary rejection to the current
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embracement of the counterculture.92 The children have approached the car to
offer assistance, but the reporter immediately feels in danger. It is only after their
initial interaction that her consternation recedes as she realizes the youth are in
fact friendly and harmless, and she subsequently welcomes their assistance.
However, visualized societal acceptances aside, this welcoming proves
reciprocated as the reporter becomes included in the group of youths. They all “go
to the Dixie” (Ahearn). Further, this inclusivity becomes reinforced later in the
film when the reporter is shown dancing and fraternizing with various graffiti
writers at a party. The mechanism of this incorporation appears in the
aforementioned dialogue as follows: first, there is the not-so-subtle correction in
terminology transpiring when the reporter confirms that she is looking for
“graffiti artists,” and they youth respond: “we are all graffiti writers” (Ahearn).
Such a rectification simultaneously acknowledges the reporter’s ignorance while
ensuring its reversal by facilitating her comprehension of the graffiti writers’
language. Understanding that writers refer to themselves as such brings the
reporter across the threshold of being an outsider, and initiates her involvement
within the counterculture.93 Notable in the contemporary, this correction has been
successful as most critics are explicit in elucidating that “[f]rom the start, writers
referred to themselves as ‘writers’ ” (Snyder 28).
Second, the inclusion manifests as the spoken we, stated in unison by the
youths. We is an inclusive pronoun. It delimits a group that becomes realized in
that utterance and subsequently can perpetually alter itself to include a
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heterogeneous population. True, within the film’s context, this “we” can refer
explicitly to the youths. However, as questioned at the conclusion of the
preceding chapter, does the statement also encompass the reporter?
Comparatively, both her and the youths are writers, but are they both graffiti
writers?
This discussion has posited that contemporary graffiti demonstrates an
anti-establishing ontology. It exists as a self-perpetuated self-negation that rejects
a singular ideology or list of attributes translatable from one writer, work, or area
of the subculture to another. Instead, it labors at its margins to continually
illustrate where and how it cannot be totalized and thus perpetually leaves itself
open to the horizon of being and exists in a contra-community. Exemplified by
the scene, all participants involved share the commonality of contemporary
graffiti, a similarity that involves the outright rejection of similarity and
potentially ensuing singularity. This founding denial pervades the scene. The
reporter is a white female in a car driving from Manhattan listening to late 1970s
soft rock while she softly chirps along with the music under her breath. The
youths are black males standing around dilapidated cars and buildings in
Brooklyn, who, in all probability, listen to the emergent hip hop music that
materialized in that borough during those years. Undoubtedly, they are indifference to each other, and this is the ontological foundation of Jean-Luc
Nancy’s being-in-common.
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To be in-difference means individuality, each separate entity delimited by
his or her difference to the other as declared in, by, and through their separate
actions and modalities. An existence confirmed by the realization that the absence
of any possible similarity between the reporter and the youths only manifests as
the two entities encounter the other. Therefore, “individuality as such can be
given only within such a gathering” (Nancy, Finite History 153).94 And, echoing
the philosophical operation of Derrida’s différance, the reporter exists as not
existing as the youths, who exists as not existing as the reporter in their difference
and deference to each other. These are the qualities of Nancy’s community
wherein they are together but in-difference. As he explains:
Community is the community of others, which does not mean that
several individuals possess some common nature in spite of their
differences, but rather that they partake only of their otherness.
Otherness, at each moment, is the otherness of each “myself,”
which is “myself” only as an other. Otherness is not a common
substance, but it is on the contrary the nonsubstantiality of each
“self” and of its relationship with the others. All the selves are
related through their otherness. (Nancy, Finite History 155)
Therefore, to be together requires the inclusionary characteristic of difference, and
as the youth proclaims: “we are all graffiti writers,” then subsequently so too is
the reporter as she becomes included by those very qualities that set her apart
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(Ahearn). Fundamental to this inclusion within the youth’s statement is
contemporary graffiti’s predication on heterogeneity: each graffiti piece always
requiring to be distinct from the other. This demonstrates an instance of that noncommon substance inherent in Nancy’s philosophy and contributes to facilitating
the ideology put forth by this discussion and in particular, this chapter.
Yet, to be a we demands action on the parts of the various participants.
One is simply not in-difference but instead becomes/exists in-difference. Nancy
explicates this contention as follows:
What results is that we happen—if to happen is to take place, as
other, in time, as otherness (and what is time, if not the radical
otherness of each moment in time?). We are not a “being” but a
“happening” (or rather, being is in us exposed to happening). This
happening as the “essential” otherness of existence is given to us
as we, which is nothing but the otherness of existence (more than
the existence of otherness). The “we” is nothing but finitude as a
subject, if subjectivity could ever be finite (rather, it is, as such,
infinite). And this is the reason that the “we” is a strange subject:
who is speaking when I say “we”? We are not—the “we” is not—
but we happen, and the “we” happens, and each individual
happening happens only through this community of happening,
which is our community. Community is finite community, that is,
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the community of otherness, of happening. (Nancy, Finite History
156)
The reporter and the youths are all graffiti writers insofar as they happen-witheach-other in that instance isolated within the film which is equal to as well as
juxtaposed against the other moments in film and in addition to other emergences
of their differentiated beings both contained with and outside of the context of the
scene. But, to be explicit, this claim does not propose that they share a common
trait as this discussion progresses its theory that contemporary graffiti manifests
as an anti-establishing of any singular and therefore totalizing trait. Instead,
through their sequential individualized heterogeneity, both the reporter and the
youths exist as divided from themselves as well as each other, thus subsequently
being in common by way of those divisions. Gathered as a collected set of varied
individualities, they form a community that happens. As defined by Nancy:
Community does not mean a common happening, but happening
itself, history (the Geschehen of the Geschichte of the community).
Community is the “we” happening as the togetherness of
otherness. As a singular being, I have a singular history (I exist)
only insofar as I am exposed to and as I am within community,
even if I do not have any special or important role to play with
respect to community. (Nancy, Finite History 158)
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At this juncture however, it proves significant to address the various
criticisms such a community, being methodologically constituted along these
conditions, could be subjected to. In particular, Jacques Derrida critiques Nancy’s
logic, founding his analysis on the problematic idea of fraternity that appears
within several of Nancy’s writings. Through various publications, Derrida and
Nancy exchange their assessments and defenses of this concept as it has itself
become summarized and analyzed in other publications. One such in particular is
Marie-Eve Morin’s article Putting Community Under Erasure: Derrida and
Nancy on the Plurality of Singularities. The premise of her article involves
correlating the two author’s interpretations of community so as to reveal a series
of similarities between their apparent opposing philosophical practices and
positions. Claiming that both Derrida and Nancy “recognize the necessity of
putting community under erasure,” (Morin) she underscores their divergent
methods in the following manner:
In a gesture similar to Heidegger’s, who crossed out Being in an
attempt to remove it from its metaphysical interpretation as
presence, as essence, it is also necessary, for both thinkers, to put
community under erasure, and to think a community that is not an
essence, not an identifiable totality which receives its meaning and
determination from a transcendental signified, be it race, birth,
gender, etc. Putting community under erasure….[o]ne affirms both
the need to write and the need to cross out community. While
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Nancy finds himself more on the side of the first affirmation,
Derrida finds himself on the side of the second. (Morin)
Whereas throughout his various works, Derrida has demonstrated the inaccuracy
of both the term and the ontological ground of community, negating it if it
appears, Nancy continually affirms how the term is unavoidable, reminding one,
as quoted by Morin, that “[c]ommunity is given at the same time than Being and
as Being, before all our projects, violations or enterprises. It is impossible for us
to loose it. … We cannot not co-appear” (Morin).95 Subsequently, the two appear
at an impasse regarding this issue.
Regarding Derrida’s critique of Nancy, Morin states that: “Derrida claims
that it is necessary to deconstruct the concept of community to sever it from its
genealogical ties” (Morin). According to her, it is this thought and gesture that
remains absent from Nancy’s approach. Lacking this, Derrida warns of Nancy’s
reasoning on community might perhaps come to rely on fraternity. However,
Nancy concurs with Derrida’s criticism, adding that his ideology already reasons
community beyond fraternity, and reproaches Derrida for not considering “a
deconstructed concept of community which can be used to think our being-with
anew” (Morin). Ultimately, Morin consolidates their differences, at the risk of
over simplification, summarizing that:
[W]hile Derrida claims that Nancy skips the first phase of
deconstruction, that he attempts a radical break-through without
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doing the careful inside-work (i.e. that he uses an old concept to
name something new without analyzing where this concept comes
from and within which conceptual field it operates), Nancy claims
that Derrida remains stuck in the first phase of deconstruction, that
he never reaches the point of breaking through the old conceptual
field (i.e. that he does not sketch a new, displaced ‘concept’ as he
did, for example, with ‘writing’). (Morin)
The problematic ideology of fraternity manifests throughout Derrida and
Nancy’s dialogue, appearing as the nexus point of their exchange. According to
Morin, Derrida’s deconstruction of community necessitates the questioning of
fraternity, a term defined as “the mechanism of identification that determines who
belongs to the community and who does not” (Morin). This process entails the
simultaneous action of identifying a shared attribute by the various beings
involved and rejecting the others who do not possess the attribute. Yet, in so
doing, the act neutralizes differences via regarding all participants as similar and
homogeneous group. Here, Morin explains that Derrida’s dispute with this
operation involves the twofold logic that in the act of inclusion, one loses those
attributes that delimit one from the other (a being becomes recognized as one of
and not just one) as well as realizing that no matter how inclusive a group
attempts at becoming, it will always exclude something or someone. Applied to
the modern political landscape, Derrida warns that such an operation could result
in dire circumstances. Therefore, in order to break from this system of
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determination, Derrida argues that one must “cut the bond that binds me to, or
excludes me from, a group. Only then will there be an experience of the other, or
a relation to the other, which will respect and do justice to its otherness, its
difference” (Morin).
Nancy maintains an alternate view of the contemporary however by
assessing it as a time of disjuncture and defining existence as a fundamental being
together regardless of disjuncture. Without re-describing the overarching themes
this discussion has employed throughout its argument, except only to remind one
that the singularity of being exists only insofar as it is exposed outward to another
singularity doing the same, it is clear that Nancy’s ideological framework does
not juxtapose Derrida’s but instead entails a different rationale. Nancy does not
consider singularity as singular but instead as always plural. Nor does one exist
first as an enclosed individual who then comes to be in a group but instead is
already within a gathering. Operating from this ontological position, it becomes
an issue of establishing identity through encountering the other. According to
Morin, this encountering occurs as follows:
Nancy's singular plural does not only mean that there is always a
plurality of singularities; it means first and foremost that a
singularity is itself always plural or multiple. There are singular
differences in that which we call 'identity,' but those differences, or
this plurality within singularity, does not prevent identification
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from taking place. It is those 'identifications' that Nancy will name
'ipseity'. Because no identity is pure, Nancy will prefer to speak of
a mêlée instead of a mélange. The idea of mixture presupposes the
isolation of pure substances and the operation of a mixture. There
are no bloods, no races, no subjects to be mixed, but there are still
identifiable elements that entangle and disentangle themselves.
Thanks to the concept of ipseity, it is possible to think of a style, a
language, a culture, a city, not as unity, but as a certain identifiable
tone that is never contained in any fixed set of features and that,
consequently, always remains at the same time unidentifiable,
inimitable. To posit, to fix an identity once and for all, to use the
proper name as the sign of pure, punctual, identical unity ' be it to
adopt it or to reject it ' would be to dismiss both the mêlée and the
démêlé. It would be to kill the mêlée, the entanglement, within
each ipseity, and therefore to do without the necessity of a démêlé,
of a disentangling, with other ipseities. It would be to kill both the
singular and the plural.96 (Morin)
As a project of defining an ontology as being-with, wherein the various
identifiable elements entangle and disentangle themselves, and the bonds of
community are always being bound and yet never completely bonded, Nancy
seeks to designate a continual happening of togetherness constituted by the
otherness that manifests in the entanglement of being.
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This togetherness as otherness is pronounced in and by the youth’s
proclamation that “we are all graffiti writers” (Ahearn) and further, as
demonstrated by other contemporary graffiti communities (a term used here in
complete accordance to Nancy’s definition), can be seen as the fundamental
provenance of both their ideologies and methodologies. Yet, a salient aspect of
both the former and the latter considerations and their executions comprise the
recognition and evaluation of the agency of the graffiti writer. It is insufficient to
be a graffiti writer while neglecting to recall that such a modality demands
writing. One must in fact exist in-action, for he or she cannot be merely an
enactor of action. As Nancy elucidates, “[w]e have to decide to—and decide how
to—be in common, to allow our existence to exist” (Nancy, Finite History 166).
The graffiti writer decides to exist when he or she writes, marking the public
surface with his or her presence materialized as absence. As the following
examples further demonstrate, it appears through those explicit decisions to write
as a graffiti writer (meaning to anti-establish) that their otherness becomes
apparent and defined.

Part 2: The New Order
One approach to demonstrating the otherness present in togetherness
would appear to contradict the prevalent heterogeneity that contemporary graffiti
employs. However, if the counterculture were defined explicitly by difference,
then that very attribute would become a unifying agent. Therefore, as an anti328

establishing, contemporary graffiti unworks any singular identity at the moment
during which it manifests and exists or disperses itself as a contra-community.
Thus, to unwork heterogeneity would necessitate the employment of
homogeneity. In order to regard this example, it proves necessary to preliminarily
review the ground of diversity attributed to co-existence that appears often
utilized by contemporary theorists and graffiti critics. Returning to Michel de
Certeau’s critical discourse regarding the urban environment, this difference of
being appears necessitated and celebrated.97 From the outset, there are apparent
similarities between Certeau and Nancy, but this correspondence requires a more
thorough review on the more elemental levels of thought.
In opposition to “[a]n Icarus flying above” the city who maintains “a solar
Eye, looking down like a god,” (Certeau 92), Certeau describes the “ordinary
practitioners of the city [as those who] live ‘down below,’ below the thresholds at
which visibility begins” (Certeau 93). He continues:
They walk—an elementary form of this experience of the city; they
are walkers. Wandersmänner, whose bodies follow the thicks and
thins of an urban “text” they write without being able to read it.
These practitioners make use of spaces that cannot be seen; their
knowledge of them is as blind as that of lovers in each other’s
arms. The paths that correspond in this intertwining, unrecognized
poems in which each body is an element signed by many others,
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elude legibility. It is as though the practices organizing a bustling
city were characterized by their blindness. The networks of these
moving, intersecting writings compose a manifold story that has
neither author nor spectator, shaped out of the fragments of
trajectories and alterations of spaces: in relation to representations,
it remains daily and indefinitely other. (Certeau 93)
While describing a body as being a singular element “signed by many others”
(Certeau 93) alludes to the ontology of singularity proposed by Nancy in that both
demand the presence of the other, Certeau also notes the agency of the walker.
Even in his or her blind performance of authoring an unreadable text due to his or
her immediate proximity and engagement to it, the walker nonetheless actively
engages the space around him or her so as to establish his or her role among it.
Thus, Certeau begins to designate a space for encountering by a collection of
spaced entities. He continues, clarifying the role of the walker within this space
later in his text. First, regarding the singularity of the walker, he explains that:
Their [the walkers] story begins on ground level, with footsteps.
They are myriad, but do not compose a series. They cannot be
counted because each unity has a qualitative character: a style of
tactile apprehension and kinesthetic appropriation. Their swarming
mass is an innumerable collection of singularities. (Certeau 97)
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Second, pertaining to their agency of the walkers and the subsequent involvement
of the other, he continues:
In the framework of enunciation, the walker constitutes, in relation
to his position, both a near and a far, a here and a there. To the fact
that the adverbs here and there are the indicators of the locutionary
seat in verbal communication—a coincidence that reinforces the
parallelism between linguistic and pedestrian enunciation—we
must add that this location (here—there) (necessarily implied by
walking and indicative of a present appropriation of space by an
“I”) also has the function of introducing an other in relation to this
“I” and of establishing a conjunctive and disjunctive articulation of
places. (Certeau 99)
Therefore, and as noted by a variety of other theorists, the walker assumes a role
cognate to Walter Benjamin’s flâneur. As Natalie Collie explains in her article
Walking in the city: urban space, stories, and gender:
De Certeau’s pedestrian can be understood alongside (and in the
tradition of) other urban subjects who walk and read/write the city,
the flâneurin particular. The flâneur not only uses but witnesses
and responds to the city. Reading the city becomes a kind of
writing in its documentation (e.g. the flâneur’s notes and sketches
of the crowd). Pedestrian subjects write urban space via their
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bodies and movements as unconscious stories with neither author
or spectator; yet, in the mode of the flâneur, they also observe and
read urban space, and re-iterate or re-cite this movement/reading in
subsequent representations and narratives that contain at least the
trace of those trajectories. (Collie)
Being both part and a-part of the city, both writing and reading it, the urban
subject appears between locations, akin to his or her being here and there. This is
an ambiguous space, one that relies on the various contingent moments of being,
of introducing the other pedestrian, the other street, or the other building to mark
the walker’s being with its own. And in this way, it is an individual modality of
being as one walker can never occupy the same space, place, or time as another.
This permeating subjective individuality could best be witnessed in a large
public space where these marked singularities trace their various trajectories
across that space and around each other. Yet, the problem with such a model is in
its requirement that the observer of the “swarming mass” (Certeau 97) be beyond
it thus returned to that Icarus vantage point high above, and that the overall
structure of the scenario “provides a set of rigid either/or binaries: the official
versus the everyday, the authorities versus the ordinary people, the symbolic
versus the unconscious” (Collie). The question this discussion asks in response to
such a critique is: are there ways for the blind mass to be made aware of the
reading/writing, here/there position they occupy without relying on the falsehood
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of an omnipotent spectator position? Returning to contemporary graffiti, in
particular the inclusivity of its ontology as argued herein, one manner in which
this aforementioned question can be addressed regards the performative practices
of flash mobs. Through their direct incursions, acted by the pedestrian within the
pedestrian space, they at a minimum reduce the metaphysical separation between
reading and writing the urban text. Considering the following example: their use
of order contrasts the un-orderly swarm they perform in and around, thus spacing
the two groups apart. Yet the flash mob, like the pedestrian, exposes its individual
singularities and in so doing, retains the inclusive nature of the youth’s
proclamation that “we are all graffiti writers” (Ahearn). In short, the flash mob
orders within the un-order, thus manifesting as an anti-establishing against the
totality of individuality. However, at that very appearance, it self-perpetuates its
self-negation by being both temporal and by employing singularity to accentuate
the singularity of the pedestrian.
A flash mob is defined as an ensemble of individuals who assemble
suddenly in a public location, perform an unusual and apparently meaningless
action for a brief duration of time before dispersing quickly and without
announcement. Originated by Bill Wasik (the senior editor of Wired Magazine),
they encompass a range of content from musical performances to unanimous
costuming and are designed to highlight cultural conformity. According to Wasik,
they are organized via modern communication platforms such as email or text
messaging and exemplify what those apparatuses are capable of regarding the
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rapidity of modern communication and networking. He does not see them as
political nor being capable of delivering an either supportive or protesting
declarative due to their ephemerality (as flash mobs typically do not run any
longer than ten minutes). However, he does advocate them for their ability to
remind the pedestrian that in the contemporary moment of prevalent digital
interactions and relations, the human figure still possesses a body that exists in
physical space and maintains its capacity to effect change, no matter how
apparently comic or trivial.98
Organized by the group Improve Everywhere, the flash mob important to
this discussion took place on February the twenty-fourth in two thousand and
seven at Grand Central Station in New York. It involved two hundred and seven
people and transpired over a five-minute duration during which time the
individual members of the group stopped what they where doing and remained
totally stationary. Often referred to as “Frozen Grand Central,” the performance
was documented both on film and through photographs (see fig. 30).99
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Fig. 30. Improve Everywhere. Frozen Grand Central. 2007. Final Gear. 31
January 2015.
As depicted in the above image, various pedestrians stand motionless,
notable in their apparent photographic resolution that contrasts with the blurred
manifestations of the other pedestrians still in transit throughout the space. While
some of the still-walkers posed in rather mundane stances, others (not pictured
above) assumed more conspicuous postures such as being in the process of
kissing their companion, eating ice cream, or having just dropped a stack of
papers across the station floor.100 From the performers’ perspective, certain
stances clearly warranted more athleticism than others, realized in the fact that
while bending down to tie one’s shoe for only a brief period of time may not
begin to cause knee or lower back pain, such a pose held for over three minutes
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may start to. Already, differences begin to underscore the performance as
different still-walkers had to consider what action they could maintain over the
time duration.
As an ensemble, the flash mob exhibits an order predicated on stillness in
Grand Central Station. By following the instructions presented at the outset of the
performance, they collectively declare their presence through their directed act
and subsequently juxtapose themselves against the moving crowd. In this
presentation, it becomes evident that they are following orders and thus appear as
an organized totality in the presence of the un-organized totality of the general
public. However, it is within and through that very ordering that their
individualities are exposed to each other, as well as to the other non-participating
singularities present. In their arrested state, they delimit themselves and this
determination occurs along a twofold manner.
Initially, the still-walkers distinguish themselves through their
transgression of remaining immobile. They are motionless and thus set apart from
the moving mass of the crowd. Further, their articulation of their singularity
becomes even more overtly pronounced in that very action of being static.
Beyond just differentiating themselves in stasis, they allow for the nonparticipating pedestrians to better observe their individual singularity than if they
were transient. One can compare and contrast all variety of proffered differences
when the other is not moving, for example if he or she would purchase that flavor
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of ice cream, or embrace his or her lover in that same way. Yet, in conjunction
with recognizing the still-walkers’ otherness, the pedestrian also becomes aware
of his or her own singularity through that observance. He or she was moving, was
not eating ice cream and not embracing his or her lover. In this way, the different
otherness’s face and adjoin each other through their contingent iterations that are
reliant on the other in order to be realized. One humorous instance of this
occurring happens in the film when a station employ driving a luggage cart
through the crowd becomes unable to continue due to being blocked by a
collection of the still-walkers. After honking the cart’s horn several times to no
avail, he results to radioing a call into someone, who one can assume is his
manager, and reporting the scene, explaining that he “can’t move his cart,” and
that he “needs some help” (Everywhere). Impeded by the group, the cart driver
exposes his singularity constituted in that moment by operating a luggage cart
while at work and needing assistance to complete his job. This discussion
theorizes this moment as a constitution of his individuality through this
exposition, and in so doing, he becomes included within the collective. He is, just
as the still-walkers are, revealing their finitudes to each other and thus existing in
a togetherness assimilated by otherness.
As an anti-establishing, this togetherness as otherness collective, involving
both the flash mob and the pedestrians, rejects any singular and totalizing identity.
No individual is alike, and during that five-minute time period, those differences
become even more apparent. Further, pertaining to its self-perpetuated self337

negation, this becomes actualized in the work’s durational methodology. By
limiting the phenomena to only a few minutes, as with any other flash mob, the
work terminates itself before it can be completely assimilated into a transcendent
ideology. Thus, the flash mob continually unworks (in the Blanchotian sense)
itself, acting as a collection of singularities designating themselves to each other.
Fundamental to the entirety of these persons is their individualized
agency. Each still-walker chose to participate in the flash mob, and each one also
chose what position to assume for the five-minute duration. While they were
given the parameter of what their agenda was to be, they nonetheless determined
what the individual experience contained. Pertaining to the cart driver or the other
pedestrians viewable in the film and photographs, they also chose how to respond
to what they encountered, either trying futilely to roust the still-walkers to move
or by standing aside and wondering whether it was a “protest” or “an acting class”
(Everywhere) while filming and photographing the phenomena themselves. The
event offered to the various pedestrians and still-walkers the opportunity to be in
that instance, and it was in their decision to respond that they came to exist. In the
final pages of his essay Finite History, Nancy describes this moment and these
actions as follows, “[w]ith respect to the offer, we have something to do, which is
to accept it or not. We have to decide, without knowing what is offered, because it
is not given (it is not a concept, it is not a theory)” (Nancy, Finite History 165).
This delineation leads Nancy to elucidate that the temporal moment during which
this response transpires is a “[t]ime opened up as a world…[a] time opened up
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and spaced as the “we” of a world, for a world or to a world,” a “now [that]
presents the present, or makes it emerge” (Nancy, Finite History 165). He
continues, “[a] time full of “now” is a time full of openness and heterogeneity.
‘Now’ says ‘our time’; and ‘our time’ says: ‘We, are filling the space of time with
existence.’ This is not an accomplishment; this is happening. Happening
accomplishes—happening” (Nancy, Finite History 165). Therefore, the “we” that
happens, Nancy defines as a “ ‘we, now,’ ” meaning “we are no longer able to
understand ourselves as a determined step within a determined process … But we
have to partake in a space of time just as we have to partake of a community. To
partake of community is to partake of existence, which is not to share any
common substance, but to be exposed together to ourselves as to heterogeneity, to
the happening of ourselves” (Nancy, Finite History 166).
But, what appears at that instance when the happening ceases to happen?
What occurs when those members of the flash mob simply dispersed at the end of
the five-minutes and faded into the crowd? Ultimately, the thinking of events,
beings, and singularities that happen, exist, and/or be necessitate the delimiting of
a boundary, a marking of where one happens and where the next happens as well.
Each being, revealed in and through the exposition of its limits in its moments of
existence ultimately ends, concluding in the presence of the other who he or she is
being with, as the other concludes as well. For the flash mob, at the end of the
five-minute duration, that set of singularities (the still-walkers and the
pedestrians) ceased, and a new set of singularities manifested. However, this is
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not a dialectical progression, but merely the termination of one exposition and the
initiation of another. Ephemerality is demanded being essential to the flash mob
in a manner correspondent to its ontological role in contemporary graffiti.
Considering ephemerality in conjunction with the leading topic of this chapter
then, what works of anti-establishings inclusively remind and explore it?

Part 3: After the aurochs and before the angels
This question that employs both the inclusive reminder of time’s duration,
while also initialing an individual exposition of singular being (thus denouncing a
singularizing totality), appears foremost to the Before I Die projects. Originated
by the Taiwanese-American artist Candy Chang after the passing of someone
close to her, Before I Die manufactures interactive situations between often
anonymous persons (see fig. 31). Cited from her website, the description of the
work reads:
Interactive public art project that invites people to share their
personal aspirations in public space. After losing someone she
loved and falling into depression, Change created this experiment
on an abandoned house in her neighborhood to create an
anonymous place to help restore perspective and share intimately
with her neighbors while remaining an introvert. Meant as a
singular experiment, the project gained global attention and thanks
to passionate people around the world, over 500 Before I Die walls
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have been created in over 70 countries, including Kazakhstan, Iraq,
Haiti, China, Ukraine, Portugal, Japan, Denmark, Argentina, and
South Africa. (Chang)

Fig. 31. Candy Chang. Before I Die. 2011. New Orleans. CandyChang.com.
Candy Chang. Web 2 Feb 2015.
As depicted, the work involves covering a public surface with a black ground and
then stenciling the phrase “Before I die I want to _____________” with the
implied instruction for the viewer to fill in the blank space with his or her desires.
Chalk is often supplied, and the surface is cleaned periodically to allow for others
to participate.
Visually comparable to a wall marked extensively by words and images
publically assessed as contemporary graffiti, the work also incorporates the same
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ideology of presence in and through absence. Expressing one’s being through a
form distinguished by a property of reflexivity, meaning that it functions as a
signifier of a signified, dismisses the need for the one who enacts the work to be
present. He or she becomes manifest through a manner of relativity and not an
actuality. The work’s ontology would be entirely different if it required the
participant to stand present and verbally state his or her wants. And, this is also a
salient fact. In the contemporary, it appears that intimacy has been more and more
mitigated through primary and secondary apparatuses such as this, as well as the
variety of technologically based ones, wherein the speaker is allowed to speak
from behind a metaphorical curtain. While from one perspective, this could
appear to distance beings from each other, yet from another, it seems to draw
them into a closer proximity as various limits and insecurities can be dismissed
via the pseudo-anonymity of such practices. This is not to place to expand a
lengthy examination into this territory, other than to note its presence and
relevance to contemporary community. Nonetheless, technology’s role in Before I
Die cannot be ignored or dismissed outright when considering the extent to which
the work has grown globally. As with the flash mob, only through the various
social media that the Internet provides could the work reach its global audience
within four years time. Ephemerality appears concurrently as well. Whereas the
flash mob limits its presence by way of a time limit, Before I Die employs the
non-durable medium of chalk. This inclusion allows for the wall’s periodic
cleaning and re-use and metaphorically signals the continual advancing and
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retreating of life. Thus, correlative practices and ideologies exist between the
works under review.
However, the potential to wrongly assess Before I Die as a meditation on
the act of dying and the unknowable horizon of death itself requires careful
refutation. To be explicit, this is not a work dedicated to death, dying, or finality
in any sense. Though, this is not to assert that the “motif of the revelation, through
death, of being-together or being-with, and of the crystallization of the
community around the death of its members, that is to say around the “loss” (the
impossibility) of their immanence and not around their fusional assumption in
some collective hypostasis” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community 14) is not
present. In fact, “[d]eath is indissociable from community, for it is through death
that the community reveals itself” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community 14).
Considering the various statements along the wall as singularities being-together,
they exist in such a manifestation of community.101 But:
Community no more makes a work out of death that it is itself a
work. The death upon which community is calibrated does not
operate the dead being’s passage into some communal intimacy,
nor does community, for its part, operate the transfiguration of its
dead into some substance or subject—be these homeland, native
soil or blood, nation, a delivered or fulfilled humanity, absolute
phalanstery, family, or mystical body. Community is calibrated on
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death as on that of which it is precisely impossible to make a work
(other than a work of death, as soon as one tries to make a work of
it). Community occurs in order to acknowledge the impossibility,
of more exactly—for there is neither function nor finality here—
the impossibility of making a work out of death is inscribed and
acknowledged as “community.” (Nancy, The Inoperative
Community 14-15)
Before I Die demonstrates this impossibility to make a work of death in its
very structure. Instead of a being’s passing, and the faulty attempt to utilize and
incorporate that passing into a collective singularity compelling the work’s
agenda, Before I Die confirms one’s presence and being before he or she dies.
These are individual and singular statements of desires not uttered post-mortem
but are yet to be filled, still to come at the agency of the participants.
Subsequently, the project realizes and projects being into the future along with
being with the others who do the same via their own individual claims marked
next to the former’s proclamations and stated wants for himself or herself. For the
viewer/participant, the work serves to provoke a singularization of existence in its
incomplete claim stenciled across its surface, thus relying on his or her action to
become manifest. Hence, it becomes simultaneously dictated and directed by
time, not-death, and being with the other. In short, Before I Die reminds one of his
or her being along the horizon both as and while being with the other.
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To be with, and to be before, death necessitates that one witnesses the
multi-various and divergent existences of existing with each other and their
individual self’s (as being plural). It, as community, is not a collective identity
shared as a communal substance and totality but always necessarily is by virtue of
beings’ shared finitude. Therefore, the work confirms community. The choice or
instance of decision that manifests itself for the participant, within this context,
relates to whether that shared finitude becomes recognized and affirmed as such.
As a method to realize, participate, and examine the sharing of finitude, Before I
Die is at its most significance inclusive. Through requiring others to participate, it
offers moments of examination and being in the continual otherness of being.
Subsequently, if “community is the presentation to its members of their mortal
truth,” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community 15), the wall displaying each singular
hand, tracing a marking of desire, serves to remind one that to be mortal is to
never be alone.

Part 4: To Never Be
To never be alone involves the protean existence of constant
changeability. It is an ontological being not founded solely by the negating
position defined in the claim (that of never being) but instead is elucidated in the
conjunction formed by never and alone. To always be with another involves the
continual modification of the self in the presence of the other. Interactions and
exchanges necessitate difference not only between the two involved participants
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but also from one interaction to the next. For contemporary graffiti, the inclusion
of the other in the work underscores the genre’s awareness of such existence.
Here, instead of merely displaying an image for the viewer to witness, the work
actively incorporates him, or her, thus forcing its alteration as one viewer engages
it differently than another. Again, as with the other examples considered
throughout this discussion, the genre reveals its anti-establishing ontology. It
resists any singular delimitation by continually negating any stagnation of its
manifestations, subsequently unworking any efforts of institutionalization. This
continual status of change/modification or of being always-in-change
manufactures a non-transcendent identity. However, this does not posit that
contemporary graffiti is un-determinate, but instead, that its determination is
undetermined. The final question this discussion asks regarding such qualities is
does being in such a manner substantiate or disprove the genre’s claimed agenda
of rebelling against hegemonic society? Is anti-establishing in fact an antiestablishment? Does it prove to be a valid form of subversion? And if so, how?
In order to formulate an answer to these inquires, it becomes valuable to
employ Giorgio Agamben’s “whatever singularity” (Agamben 1). As he
explicates throughout his text:
The coming being is whatever being…The common translation of
this term as “whatever” in the sense of “it does not matter,
indifferently” is certainly correct, but in its form the Latin says
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exactly the opposite: Quodlibet ens is not “being, it does not matter
which,” but rather “being such that it always matters.”… The
Whatever in question here relates to singularity not in its
indifference with respect to a common property (to a concept, for
example: being red, being French, being Muslim), but only in its
being such as it is … In this conception, such-and-such a being is
reclaimed from its having this or that property (the reds, the
French, the Muslims)—and it is reclaimed not for another class nor
for the simple generic absence of any belonging, but for its beingsuch, for belonging itself. (Agamben 1-2)
Thus, the whatever singularity describes a form of existence that refuses any
formation of identity or belonging within a group predicated on a collectively
shared identifiable attribute, belief, or ideology. It does not utilize any conception
of unity based on political or societal class, nor does it assert an underlying
agenda of any kind. Subsequently, it permits for the formation of a community
without any presentable condition for belonging. Such a manifestation of
community rests on a politics of an anti-identification unification of existence
through one’s own potentiality. Or, in other words, Agamben describes a postnation-state wherein each being exists through the sharing of one’s own
individual being. As Agamben explains, “WHATEVER IS the figure of pure
singularity. Whatever singularity has no identity, it is not determinate with respect
to a concept, but neither is it simply indeterminate; rather it is determined only
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through its relation to an idea, that is, to the totality of its possibilities” (Agamben
67).
Correspondences to the ontology this discussion terms an anti-establishing
are obvious. Both reject any attempts at the formulation of or being defined by a
singular, transcendental, identity. Both denounce any unification of those
involved as constituted by a shared purpose. And, any being can, if it does not
already, participate in the collection of singularities via its exposition of itself. As
for the incursionary natures of these beings, anti-establishings have been
demonstrated to draw criticism and reprimands from various parts of hegemonic
culture. Whether the aggressive policing and legal strategies directed at the
counterculture first implemented in the New York under Mayor Ed Koch or the
continued demonizing of the genre coupled founded on the miss-assumption that
all graffiti is tethered to gang related activities, contemporary graffiti is assigned
the position of a threat to the mainstream. Albeit this position has potentially
lessoned recently with the graffiti’s commercialization, the act is still deemed
illegal in most urban areas and is punishable by both monetary fines and jail time.
But why? What is it about the action of marking a wall with one’s absent presence
that incites the political state in the first place?
Again, expounding upon the correlation between Agamben’s whatever
singularity and anti-establishings as manifested through contemporary graffiti
practices serves as a beneficial method to consider these issues. In the former,
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Agamben employs the student revolts that took place in Tiananmen Square in
Beijing between April the 15th and June of 1989, to confirm the whatever
singularity’s capacity for incursion. Initiated by students, and eventually
involving urban workers and residents of Beijing, the demonstration was directed
at the ruling Chinese Communist Party. However, as was made evident as the
occupation continued over its duration, the protestors lacked any agreed upon
demands or political lines to be taken with their government. This situation
progressed into a “period of chaotic experimentation” that “included the creation
of the Statue of the Goddess of Democracy as well as the opening of the
Democracy University” (Lewis 158). Lewis continues, “[v]arious attempts to
consolidate interests under the Joint Federation of All Circles in the Capital or the
Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union failed to articulate a clear vision or exercise
control over the continually shifting and dynamic range of participants in the
occupation and hunger strike” (Lewis 158). For Agamben, this period after the
various leaders failed to direct the protest toward a collective set of interests and
prior to the fateful military response that resulted in multiple deaths and injuries,
the demonstrators appeared to possess no preliminary conditions of belonging to
the rebellion nor any definitive demands asked to be met. According to Lewis:
It was precisely a coming community composed of a multitude of
singularities studying its own possibilities, and tinkering with the
free use of speech that had been set loose from determinate
ends…And what provoked the Chinese leaders was the radical
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gesture of preferring not to negotiate or settle on a particular plan,
manifesto, or list of complaints. Such “agendas” can be managed
by the state, but what the state cannot tolerate is a preferring not to
engage with the status quo, with the abrupt suspension of politicsas-usual by and through studious play … Such a gesture provokes
violence from the police precisely because it refuses to abide by
the rules of lawful conduct. (Lewis 158)
And as Agamben warns, “[w]hatever singularity, which wants to appropriate
belonging itself, its own being-in-language, and thus rejects all identity and every
condition of belonging, is the principal enemy of the state. Wherever these
singularities peacefully demonstrate their being in common there will be a
Tiananmen, and, sooner or later, the tanks will appear” (Agamben 87).
Thus, according to Agamben, experimentation, absence of agendas and
goals, and a continued dynamic range of participants manufactures a grouping
containing nothing for hegemonic culture to manage, and it is this lack of capacity
on the part of the governing society that provokes its violent responses.
Throughout this discussion, contemporary graffiti has been proven to contain the
same mechanisms operating within its manifestations as reflected in the diversity
of graffiti works. The diversity of imagery and letterforms illustrate the continual
experimentation of the writers as well as their diverse ethnographic backgrounds.
Regarding the failure of authority over the genre, this manifests as these
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aforementioned ideologies and methodologies transpire. For example, name
switching revokes the idea of a singular identifiable label, existent throughout a
continued duration of time. Instead, it restores an agency to the writer to
repeatedly alter the symbolic code he or she is known by, thus thwarting any
external governance. As long as a writer continually performs this act, he or she
runs a lower risk of being indicted for the past names he or she no longer uses.
Regarding the genre’s reliance on absence, again, in the face of a writer only
leaving his or her absence as presence and no physical presence of his or her self
at the site of his or her incursion, the graffiti writer slips from being regulated. In
this way, the work is a taunt to authority, “[i]t teases, like the saucy refrain of the
children’s rhyme: ‘Run, run, as fast as you can—you can’t catch me’” (Spitz 206).
Authority is always one instance behind the writer, and thus the latter is always
one grasp away from the former.
Other ways in which this taunt appears occur in the actualizations of the
writers’ pieces. Their works, visualized as non-legible and cryptic texts and
imagery which at times bare enough similarities to mainstream linguistics so as to
arouse attempts at decipherment, but not enough for that act to be definitive,
compel mainstream society’s encountering of its lack of accessibility by way of
an aesthetic criteria that transgresses just at the point to remind its viewer that it
does so. Subsequently, in this being made aware of a graphic code that cannot be
readily defined or assigned to specific signifieds, the question of agenda lacks
resolution, and a viewer becomes confronted with the question of intention yet
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without any strategy for answering it. This lack becomes further accentuated by
those writers who manufacture readable imagery and texts, as well as pursue
mainstream success because assuming hegemonic society assigns contemporary
graffiti to the margins of culture as an illegible and illegal activity, only worthy of
regulation, now there are works which actively defy that position. Writers such as
Mr. Brainwash, or Basquiat juxtapose the seemingly normalized juxtaposition the
culture appears to desire to install between itself and the mainstream. For the
latter, the confusion resulting from such actions would serve as a reminder of the
un-governability of genre. There is no law to enforce here because there is no law
within contemporary graffiti.
Therefore, as a rebellious gesture, contemporary graffiti still maintains its
significance. Through its continual development and exploration of its
possibilities, it reveals its existence as an unruly anti-establishing. In this way, the
genre still possess the restless spirit of those early graffiti writers of the 1970s and
1980s who hopped fences, skipped along the tops of trains, and outran the police,
as well as their ancestors who used an odd looking baldheaded man named Kilroy
to reminded themselves that they where not alone as they pushed further into the
heart of Germany. Both sets of writers developed a symbolic code that responded
to the unease they felt when faced with their historical contexts. Whether looking
at a life besieged by poverty or looking down the barrel of a rifle with the
intention of killing another human, their resulting anxiety was utilized in way that
spawned legends and folklore, imagery and writing, inspiration and followers.
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And, in each member, measure, and articulation of those developments, that
inevitable and unknowable horizon of the future was remembered. One does not
know what is coming, only that it (whatever it is) is coming. Thus, one cannot
define with any certainty how to be, but instead, work to favor an existence of
existing, of participation in the open exchanges that constitute life. Contemporary
graffiti capitalizes on the unknown, both in the coming future that the work is
abandoned to on the surface of a public wall, as well as in various methodologies
and ideologies the genre consistently employs. To pursue the uncertain in the face
that the uncertain is the only known certainty of existence is the most authentic
modality of being, and as this discussion has proven, graffiti is, was, and always
will be that: the restless unease of the spirit actively pursuing its own uncertainty
and the defiant willingness to reject any certainty at the moment it occurs.
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Fig. 32. Cooper, Martha. CC Yard as playground, the Bronx. 1977-1984.
Originally published in Subway Art. Urban Research Toolkit. Jess Irish and Jane
Pirone. Photograph. 26 June 2014.

-The Train Jumper: being neither on the train, nor above it, but there on the
horizon, just between the earth and the sky, just beyond, but still in view of
comprehension, suspended in a joyous—and abandoned—leap.
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Conclusion: Long Gone
The odd looking baldheaded man with the prominent nose named Kilroy
does not appear much anymore, and any manifestation of him has long since
faded from the walls he once materialized on. Those bombed out buildings of
World War II’s Western Front transformed into the abandoned buildings of the
American ghettos, and that restless spirit of the American GI’s was reborn in the
restless youths of Brooklyn and Philadelphia. But, regardless of how that message
appeared, it is always the same message. It is a promise of absence, of saying to
someone else that “I was here, where you are now.” One participant is there, and
the other participant is not. As noted in this study, this absence proves to be a
primary foundation to the entire genre and contradicts the longstanding popular
assessment that any work of contemporary graffiti stands as a defiant claim of
presence. That misinformed view routinely seeks to position the work and its
writer in a dialectical juxtaposition against the mainstream and subsequently infer
an inherent tension between the former and the latter. Such tensions ultimately
lead to the demonization of the counterculture and routinely subject it to
prejudices and censures. However, this appraisal often proves to be in obvious
service of larger political agendas compelled by the hegemonic classes and
neglectful of that simple promise noted here. To be in absence is to be in
difference from the other who is present. Beneath any societal valuations or
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political motivations resides what the message reminds: the difference between
the writer and the reader of that messsage.
Thus, embedded in the message’s principle, exists a necessitated
difference between its two participants. This discussion noted that difference and
extrapolated it to argue that difference itself is the primary ontology for all
contemporary graffiti. Differences appear not only delimiting the graffiti writer
and the graffiti reader but are also pervasive between and within the various
ideologies and methodologies the genre employs. However, merely claiming
difference as the primary attribute of graffiti fails to completely realize the
overarching implications of how this transforms the aesthetic. From one
perspective, it could be suggested that the essentializing of differences would
subject contemporary graffiti to a perpetual existence of alienation from both
itself and the mainstream. If the culture’s primary mode of being was to only
differentiate, then ultimately it would overly fracture itself and loose any sense of
identity at all. But, this logic relies on the premise that identity necessitates unity,
and this discussion has proven otherwise.
By employing the philosophy of Jean-Luc Nancy primarily, the concept
proven here maintains that graffiti becomes identifiable by its differences. Or, in
other words, that difference manufactures the essential identity for the
counterculture. From this conjecture, this discussion termed its fundamental idea
of anti-establishing and utilized it for demonstrating how the counterculture
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routinely self-perpetuates its own self-negation so as to reject any one identity and
thus continually display where it cannot be entirely subjected to a singular
definition. Referenced in this discussion’s thesis, here again is noted the gesture
of un-working wherein the labor of the genre actively manufactures the
impossibility of any cohesion or permanence. Acting in this manner, the
counterculture affirms a community defined as the exposition of its finitude.
Proving this thesis involved the reevaluation of contemporary graffiti and
its various manifestations so as to demonstrate where and how it utilizes and
celebrates absence and divergence. Although not every possible example was
considered herein (a task that would prove near impossible due to the sheer
number of graffiti works in existence and documented), the ones employed where
chosen due to their overt exemplification of anti-establishing. Of these examples,
several important issues became apparent. For instance, in Chapter 2, “Citations,”
the genre’s longstanding and at times ambiguous relationship with the mainstream
and commercialism was evaluated revealing that mainstream acceptance is both
welcomed and rejected. Chapter 3, “The Non-indexical Graffiti Photograph”
considered how the documentation of the work proves to be fundamental for it
and is thus arguably a part of the work itself. Chapter 4, “Excavations and Myths”
analyzed the counterculture’s fabrications of its origins and its realizations and
utilizations of the various absences that pervade contemporary graffiti. Chapter 5,
“Performing Finitude” turned to how performance practices play a significant,
although often not considered, role in the genre, and how they further the
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graffiti’s anti-establishing ontology. Finally, Chapter 6 “We are all Graffiti
Writers,” utilized the previous chapter’s philosophical positions to open graffiti
practices outward toward the encouraged involvement of the mainstream, thus
diminishing the assumed separating between the two.
Throughout all chapters, the salient themes regarding the primacy of
ephemerality and its overshadowing of graffiti’s chosen mediums and contexts,
and the central thesis of this discussion that argues contemporary graffiti’s antiestablishing ontology were returned to and evaluated in conjunction with each
specific concern raised by the various examples analyzed. These themes, among
others, exposed the genre’s diversification and its ensuing various ideologies and
methods. From such an illumination, the close elucidation and study of Nancy,
Butler, Derrida, Krauss, Blanchot, Heidegger, and others became vital to
reversing the thought that such difference cannot conclude in community. Instead,
as realized by these theorists, it constitutes community entirely. This discussion
labels such a community: contra-community. The prefix contra signifying the
essential act of contradiction, any instance of the community’s manifestation thus
contradicts what has come before it, what at the moment of its being exists around
it, and what will appear after it. It is a restless community, never allowing for
satisfaction or pacification.
Differences revealing pluralities of being, and these pluralities being
drawn together in various groupings in which they expose their finitudes, (as they
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only can be in order to be pluralities) define both community and contemporary
graffiti. Understanding this allows for validating the counterculture in a way not
yet accomplished by previous reviews. What anti-establishing and its contracommunity allow for is an evaluation of contemporary graffiti that reconciles the
genre’s promise of absence and continued transgressions of itself in a way that
opens it towards the larger ontology of being and beings. Comprehending being in
the manner that Nancy puts forward and registering that same ontology in the
genre reduces the space between the various participants and dismantles the
criticisms the culture routinely faces as a criminal activity in need of policing. In
so doing, the counterculture becomes removed from its previous comprehensions
and can be realized in a far more complex and meaningful light than assigning it
to just being mere scribbles on a wall written by someone who is long gone.
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1

There are several origin stories pertaining to the now iconic “Kilroy was here” phenomena.

However, it is the belief of this author that this one is the most accurate given the evidence of how
prominent the sign became in conjunction with the U.S. Military.
2

A total list would be far too extensive to compile here. However, the reader may refer to: Craig

Castleman’s Getting Up, Cedar Lewisohn’s Street Art, The Graffiti Revolution, or Anna
Wacławek’s Graffiti and Street Art.
3

For more on the inherent violence appearing as part of establishing territory see Chapter 14, The

Smooth and the Striated in Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus.
4

See chapter 2 in Ethel Seno’s Trespass: Uncommission Public Art.

5

Other examples of this are the Joe Rosenthal image of the five United States Marines raising the

American Flag on Iowa Jima, and Alfred Eisenstaedt’s V-J Day in Times Square. However, it
should be noted that this societal practice is not exclusive to World War II imagery. Instead, these
examples merely illustrate society’s need for this practice.
6

As Bakhtin explains in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, a polyphony is: “a plurality of

independent and unmerged voices and consciousnesses … a plurality of consciousnesses, with
equal rights and each with its own world, combine but not merge in the unity of the event”
(Bakhtin 6).
7

For more concerning these relationships see Martin Heidegger’s concepts of “Da-sein” and

‘Zuhandenheit’ from his text Being and Time. While Da-sein is examined later in this chapter,
Zuhandenheit is explained as follows: zuhandenheit, or handiness, are things that are available for
practical use. Further, they are things that are grasped in their utility or their fitness for a specific
task. However, the object is comprehended in a network of related entities, and it is from this
network that the singular object is understood as something ready-to-hand. In Being in Time,
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Heidegger conceptualizes this concept via the example of a hammer. A hammer is understood as a
hammer in context with other tools and what it is used for. It is from these relationships that it
delimits its identity. See Being in Time, First Division, chapter 3, section 15.
8

See the index of this discussion for more extensive definitions of these terms.

9

While this ontological designation appears comparable to what Michel Foucault explains as the

“author-function” in The Archeology of Knowledge and The Discourse on Language, it is in fact a
slight alteration. Yes, posterior to the tag being written, the graffiti author still manifests as an
organizing principle for the work produced, and further, is subjected to the ideologies of the
surrounding critical discourses that can be comprehended as diminishing and controlling the
graffiti work. However, this only occurs because the graffiti writer first made the graphic
incursion onto the public surface. Subsequently, there is a retaining of agency on the part of the
graffiti writer noted here that seems absent from Foucault’s analysis.
10

For more on the role of the documentation of contemporary graffiti, see Chapter 3 of this

discussion.
11

“The bridge swings over the stream ‘with ease and power.’ It does not just connect banks that

are already there. The banks emerge as banks only as the bridge crosses the stream. The bridge
expressly causes them to lie across from each other. One side is set off against the other by the
bridge. Nor do the banks stretch along the stream as indifferent border strips of the dry land. With
the banks, the bridge brings to the stream the one and the other expanse of the landscape lying
behind them. It brings stream and bank and land into each other’s neighborhood. The bridge
gathers the earth as landscape around the stream. Thus it guides and attends the stream through the
meadows. Resting upright in the stream’s bed, bridge-piers bear the swing of the arches that leave
the stream’s waters to run their course. The waters may wander on quiet and gay, the sky’s floods
from storm or thaw may shoot past the piers in torrential waves—the bridge is ready for the sky’s
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weather and its fickle nature. Even where the bridge covers the stream, it holds its flow up to the
sky by taking it for a moment under the vaulted gateway and then setting it free once more.
The bridge lets the stream run its course and at the same time grants mortals their way, so
that they may come and go from shore to shore. Bridges initiate in many ways. The city bridge
leads from the precincts of the caste to the cathedral square; the river bridge near the country town
brings wagons and horse teams to the surrounding villages. The old stone bridge’s humble brook
crossing gives the harvest wagon its passage from the fields into the village and carries the lumber
cart from the field path to the road. The highway bridge is tied into the network of long-distance
traffic, paced and calculated for maximum yield. Always a ever differently the bridge initiates the
lingering and hastening ways of men to and fro, so that they may get to other banks and in the end,
as mortals, to the other side. Now in a high arch, now in a low, the bridge vaults over glen and
stream-whether mortals keep in mind this vaulting of the bridge’s course or forget that they,
always themselves on their way to the last bridge, are actually striving to surmount all that is
common and unsound in them in order to bring themselves before the haleness of the divinities.
The bridge gathers, as a passage that crosses, before the divinities—whether we explicitly think
of, and visibly give thanks for, their presence, as in the figure of the saint of the bridge, or whether
that divine presence is obstructed or eve pushed wholly aside” (Heidegger 354-355).
12

“Walls, partitions, barriers are appearing on the local scale and in the most everyday

management of space. In America there are already private towns; in Latin America, in Cairo and
all parts of the world, private districts are making their own appearance, city quarters that can only
be entered with the right identity and connections. Consumption is only possible with the aid of
codes (credit cards, cell phones, the special cares issued by supermarkets, airlines ad so on.) Seen
on the individual scale and from the inner city, the global world is a world of discontinuity and
interdict.
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By contrast, the dominant aesthetic is that of the cinematic long shot, which tends to
make us forget the effects of this rupture. Photos taken from observation satellites, aerial shots,
habituate us to a global view of things. High office blocks and residential towers educate the gaze,
as do movies and, even more significantly, television. The smooth flow of cars on a highway,
aircraft taking off from airport runways, lone sailors circumnavigating the globe in small boats
witnessed only by the television audience, create an image of the world as we would like it to be.
But that mirage disintegrates if we look at it too closely” (Augé XIII).
13

For more on fame see chapter 2.

14

For more on these early gallery exhibitions, see Chapter 2 of this discussion: Train-ing 1971-

1989.
15

This grammatical construction I/Other intends to visualize the contingent yet separated

relationship between the insider status of the art gallery and the outsider status of the graffiti
writer. See Edward Said’s text Orientalism for an extensive history of this concept. Similar to how
Said explores how Western cultures manufacture inaccurate accounts of ‘The Orient,’ so as to
define everything the West is not, so too is there a similar juxtaposition between the cultures of
contemporary graffiti and the mainstream. Subsequently, the former becomes routinely regarded
as antithetical to the latter and requires being regulated and controlled.
16

An obvious example of this is Plato’s The Republic.

17

See Chapter 2 of this discussion regarding “Fame.”

18

For more on this, see Deleuze and Guattari’s “The Smooth and The Striated,” in A Thousand

Plateaus, in particular the subsection “The Physical Model.”
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19

This aesthetic criteria of ‘style’ is best explained by Wacławek: “In both popular and academic

studies of signature graffiti, one word continually resurfaces: style. Writers consider style to be
paramount because hierarchies of the graffiti world – whether a writer is respected or not – are
evidenced through the details of one’s personally stylized tag. For graffiti writers, style equals
skill and is inseparable from the name. It can lead either to fame or to irrelevance within the
community. The manner in which the name is written, how letters are represented and reshaped,
the colours employed, and the flow of the design are all judged when appraising a writer’s style”
(Wacławek 44).
20

Regarding this citation from Krauss’s The Optical Unconscious, the first part of it is quoted

from Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology.
21

For more on the concepts and workings of fame, see Chapter 2 of this discussion.

22

Again this refers to Derrida’s concept of différance.

23

A dogma was once simply an opinion. From Greek dogmatos "opinion, tenet" literally "that

which one thinks is true." Entail first meant to carve or cut. From Latin taliare "to cut." And,
levity was once thought to be the opposite force from gravity; the force which pulled in the other
direction. From Latin levis, "light" in weight.
24

For more on this, see “What Is an Author?” by Michel Foucault, as well as Chapter 5 of this

discussion.
25

For more on this, see Chapter 2 of this discussion.

26

Originally cited from Jean-Luc Nancy’s text Sharing voices. Found in Transforming the

hermeneutic context: from Nietzsche to Nancy.
27

Originally cited from Jean-Luc Nancy’s text Heideggers “originary ethics.”
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28

For more on Derrida and iterability, see previously in this chapter.

29

See Chapter 1.

30

The concept of citations is first introduced in Chapter 1. Important here is how they engender

new contexts.
31

For more on Cornbread, and his explicit claims regarding his contribution to contemporary

graffiti, see Chapter 5.
32

Baudrillard defines “simulation” as a copy or imitation that substitutes for reality. Here, the

concept put forward suggests that in the absence of the original graffiti work from the urban
environment, its ontological existence is only simulation or in a simulated state. For further
reference on simulation see Baudrillard’s text: “Simulacra and Simulations – I The Precession of
Simulacra.”
33

Historically, public art has been understood differently in Latin America. One notable example

is the Mexican Mural Movement that emerged at the end of the Agrarian Revolution. Publicly
found and ideologically oriented, it was initiated by the Minister of Education José Vasconcelos to
bolster support for the new government and to educate the general public with the goal of
emboldening them to contribute to the development of Mexico and the creation of a new cultural
and national identity. Therefore, the works the mural painters such as José Clemente Orozco,
Diego Rivera, and David Alfonso Siqueiros created were focused towards achieving this end
portraying National Socialists themes linked with pre-Colonial Hispanic motifs. As such, it was a
style of art for the people and this idea, along with the political and cultural motivations initiated
practices and strategies influential on the Brazilian graffiti scene.
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34

Urucum: a red pigment used my South American Indian tribes for religious ceremonies. For

more on the use of Urucum see The Atlantic’s article: The Ashaninka, A Threatened Way of Life.
http://www.theatlantic.com/infocus/2011/12/the-ashaninka-a-threatened-way-of-life/100208/
35

See Chapter 3 for Dondi and Lee.

36

Each of these subsection titles are puns playing off of what transpired during the assigned

delimiting years. “Train-ing” simultaneously evokes both the subway train that the early writers’
preferred to write on as well as the concept of preparing for their soon-to-come commercial
success in the mainstream. Being a phrase used commonly in printing, “Going to print” references
the culture’s evolutions into these medias. “The plastic explodes” alludes to Andy Warhol’s
infamous Exploding Plastic Inevitable. Albeit years apart, Mr. Brainwash adheres to many of the
same ideologies Warhol did concerning the manufacturing of an art object, an art exhibition, the
artist’s persona, and draws this comparison regularly.
37

The connecting of contemporary graffiti to these avant-garde practices can be found in many

current texts on the subject. For example: Cedar Lewisohn’s Street Art, The Graffiti Revolution or
Ethel Seno’s Trespass, A History of Uncommissioned Urban Art.
38

The American Marxist critic Fredric Jameson locates a similar transgression against the severe

impoverishment of the urban environment as he considered the photorealistic aesthetic that came
to be used in representations of the modern city. As he explains in Postmodernism, or, The
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism “[l]et us reemphasize the enormity of the transition which
leaves behind it the desolation of Hopper’s buildings or the stark Midwest syntax of Sheeler’s
forms, replacing them with the extraordinary surfaces of the photorealist cityscape, where even the
automobile wrecks gleam with some new hallucinatory splendor. The exhilaration of these new
surfaces is all the more paradoxical in that their essential content—the city itself—has deteriorated
or disintegrated to a degree surely still inconceivable in the early years of the twentieth century, let

378

alone in the previous era. How urban squalor can be a delight to the eyes when expressed in
commodification, and how an unparalleled quantum leap in the alienation of daily life in the city
can now be experienced in the form of a strange new hallucinatory exhilaration—these are some
of the questions that confront us in this moment of our inquiry” (Jameson 32-33).
39

Used here, solicitation is defined in the same manner as it is by Jacques Derrida: as a shaking at

the core, or as a tremor through the entire structure. For more on this, see his essay “Force and
Signification” (page 6), in Writing and Difference.
40

In “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,” Derrida is careful to

point out that while the critiques performed by Heidegger, Freud, and Nietzsche go far in revising
their chosen areas of study, they do not escape the very system they work to undo.
41

Unlike other crews and their memberships, as explained in Chapter 1, SAMO was a

collaborative effort only between Basquiat and his friend Al Diaz. After Diaz stopped using it,
Basquiat claimed SAMO solely for himself before retiring the tag in 1980.
42

Already considered in Chapter 1 and the Introduction, is Hal Foster’s essay Between Modernism

and the Media wherein, he accurately diagnoses the significant pitfalls for contemporary graffiti in
the commercial gallery. It is mentioned here again as a reminder of this predicament.
43

To summarize: the argument claims that petty crimes such as vandalism and vagrancy increase

the propensity for more serious criminal activity. Thus, modern graffiti became regarded as
constituting a visual invitation to commit further crime. In Joe Austin’s book Taking the Train:
How Graffiti Became an Urban Crisis in New York City, he demonstrates how modern graffiti was
simultaneously constructed and presented as an urban crisis. He notes, “[t]he new significance
attributed to writing by the Times and some of the social control intelligentsia demanded that a
new war on graffiti be undertaken to save the city from itself. This new framework represented the
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writing on the subways as a sign that the city was out of control, and that centralized authorities
did not care” (Austin).
44

As posited in Chapter 1: Taking into account the entirety of all that has been expounded thus

far, this discussion now claims as its central hypothesis that contemporary graffiti is an antiestablishing. Through its self-perpetuated self-negation, it repudiates any programs motivated
towards delimiting a set list of attributes translatable from one work to another; consequently,
subsuming the entire culture into a collective totality. Instead, the genre continuously labors at its
margins demonstrating both where and how it cannot be finished or established. Such a tracing of
limits exposes a manifold of finitudes. And, it is finitude that composes graffiti’s ontology.
45

In his text Graffiti Lives, Synder explains that The International Graffiti Times was founded in

1983 by two graffiti writers and is considered the first magazine completely dedicated to
contemporary graffiti.
46

A zine is defined as a small, non-professional magazine often cheaply published and dedicated

to one topic.
47

As Anna Wacławek explains: “symbolically, each cutlural form can be interpreted as a tool for

identitiy negotiation and self-assertion” (Wacławek 56).
48

Several examples to consider here are Banksy’s The Rude Lord selling at auction at Sotheby’s

London for £322,900.00 in 2007, the sharp rise since 2005 in the publications of large format
books dedicated to the culture, films such as Exit through the Gift Shop, and video games such as
Jet Set Radio.
49

Again this is a reference to Edward Said and his text Orientalism. For more on this see chapter 1

of this discussion.
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50

See Chapter 2 for more on Mayor Koch’s anti-graffiti campaign in New York during the 1980s.

51

This chronology primarily comprises the second chapter of this discussion. It is reintroduced

here in order to prepare the way for this chapter’s examination of the graffiti photograph and its
significance to the genre.
52

See Chapter 2 of this discussion for more about Pichação graffiti writing.

53

“Flicks” are photographs of graffiti pieces.

54

See Chapter 2 of this discussion for more on The Clean Train movement.

55

For more on this oppositional position regarding the photography of graffiti, see Chapter 2 of

this discussion, in particular, Anna Wacławek’s critical positions.
56

A “whole car” is an entire subway car, and “top-to-bottom” is a graffiti work that stretches from

the top of the subway car to the bottom.
57

Taken from the upper deck of an ocean liner, The Steerage reinforces a clear division between

social classes even against the abstract visual rhythms composed of repeating ovals, and uniform
focus across the entirety of its surface, both of which suggest a metaphoric redistribution of wealth
and societal equality.
58

An issue often overlooked, or considered neglectfully by most critics and historians of

contemporary graffiti is the methodological and ideological correlations between the graffiti
photograph and contemporary fine art practices—particularly the conceptual, and performance
oriented work of the 1960s and 1970s. In her book The Contingent Object of Contemporary Art,
Martha Buskirk analyzes the necessary role of photography pertaining to site-specific and/or
ephemeral art pieces explaining, “[t]he more immediate, the more ephemeral, the more of-themoment or of-the-place the work is, the more likely that it is known through images and accounts,
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the two sometimes working together, sometimes in isolation from one another. Thus there is a
temporal gap built into the reception of the work understood in retrospect” (Buskirk 223). This
leads her to the same realization suggested by this discussion concerning the ontology of Cooper
and Chalfant’s graffiti photography pertaining the affordance of accessibility regarding both the
originary work and its secondary reproduction. As she states, “[t]hus the possibility that a
manifestation need not be either permanent or accessible to be defined as a work has implications
that extend far beyond the realm of performance practices. Photographic records may provide a
particular kind of access to transitory or site-specific phenomena that, through this documentation
can be understood as continuous with an artist’s work as a whole” (Buskirk 224). Therefore, while
not eradicating time, place, or the distinct nature of the artist’s chosen medium, Buskirk claims the
photograph instead allows for experimentation not possible if the only manner to consider the
work was through either the physical object itself, or the witnessing of an event. Returning to
Cooper’s and Chalfant’s photographs, this experimentation can be comprehended in viewing their
final imagery either by the genre type images, or fabricated panoramas either photographer
produced. Further, such experimentation appears among the other graffiti writers who would use
the photographs for their own purposes for sharing and boasting about their exploits. Being a
competitive aesthetic that thrives on developing new letter styles and imagery, the photograph
would perpetuate this process by bringing imagery to viewers unable to view the original piece,
and subsequently solicit their creative responses.
59

This inclusion of Da-sein serves to remind the reader of the ever-present temporality of being,

and its affects on the viewer while beholding a work of contemporary graffiti. As Heidegger posits
throughout Being and Time, Da-sein is fundamentally structured in time, and thus, is uniquely
historical. This means that its past, its present, and its futures constitute Da-sein. See in particular
Division II, Chapter 5, and Division I, Chapter 6.
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60

An analysis of this concept directs the entirety of Nancy’s essay Being Singular Plural wherein

he posits that beings exists as a being with, and that existence is fundamentally a co-existence.
Thus he concludes: “Being is being with, absolutely” (Nancy, Being Singular Plural 61). This
concept is a critical re-thinking of Heidegger’s Mitsein, wherein Nancy evaluates being in light of
its political being. As Simon Critchley summarizes in the opening pages of his essay With BeingWith, “Obviously, what compels Nancy’s need for this rewriting, as with so much of Nancy’s
work, is the question of the political. Namely, that Being and Time must be rewritten because of
the political fate of the project of fundamental ontology and the existential analytic of Dasein”
(Critchely).
61

While extensive throughout this discussion, to reiterate Nancy’s ideology here as it pertains to

the authoring of a we by drawing a group of participants together, these figures do not coalesce
into a common, communal being sharing a common substance. Instead they come together,
demanding a point of division always between them. As Nancy explains “[t]o be together, or to be
in common, therefore, is the proper mode of being of existence as such, which is the mode of
where being as such is put into play, where being as such is risked or exposed. I am “I” (I exist)
only if I an say “we.”… This means that I exist only as (un)related to the existence of others, to
other existences, and to the otherness of existence” (Nancy, Finite History 155).
62

This passage was also cited in Chapter One of this discussion. It is reintroduced here so as to

remind the reader of several central themes appearing in Nancy’s philosophical postions that will
help in the re-constitution of contemporary graffiti practices.
63

The specifics of this role are evaluated in Chapter 5 of this discussion.

64

This is a notable ontological difference between contemporary graffiti and the gallery arts. In

the gallery, the artist can be present, and often is (if it is the opening reception of his or her gallery
exhibition), during the viewing of his or her work by the general public. Further, this appearance
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becomes routinely documented by photography. Consider the commonplace photograph of the
artist standing alongside his or her work often while giving a gallery talk. Regarding contemporary
graffiti, these examples do not exist. Yes there are images in existence of graffiti writers standing
alongside their work, but they are often taken absent of the general public’s participation in the
viewing.
65

See Chapter 3 concerning the examination of absence and presence. Significant to note here

regards the issue that this discussion does not reject Spitz’s analysis of contemporary graffiti but
instead seeks to extend its ontology by way of re-thinking this philosophical relationship.
66

This is not the time for the complete historical recounting of totemic societies nor their varied

psychological impacts on their given cultures. Totemic society is addressed in Sigmund Freud’s
essay Totem and Taboo and is also further considered in Maurice Blanchot’s The Unavowable
Community as he analyzes George Bataille and his secret Acéphale society. Its reference in this
current discussion exists to demonstrate the underlying similarity and ostensible historical
progression of this myth throughout the history of humankind. Further, this comparison with
totemic cultures has also been addressed in Hal Foster’s essay Between Modernism and The Media
in his text Recodings, Art Spectacle, Cultural Politics.
67

See Chapter 1’s citation from Jon Reiss’s film Bomb It.

68

One example of this is the reoccurring motif of the Good Shepherd. While this image was used

in early Christian art to depict Christ, it’s appearance can be traced back to Archaic Greek art.
69

The British artist Richard Hamilton wrote this list in 1957. In so doing, he is considered one the

founders of the Pop Art moment.
70

Ron English began his billboard works in Dallas, Texas during the early 1980s. He explains his

initial intention for using them came from a want to engage a larger public audience than he would
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have been able to in a traditional gallery setting. Although in the contemporary he has found
commercial success (most recently in his work that hybridized the current United State President
Barack Obama with the late Abraham Lincoln), his works still retain a culture jamming agenda so
as to disrupt social media and expose how it dominates consumer cultures.
71

While examples of this exists throughout this discussion, it is best delineated and reviewed in

Chapter 2.
72

The phrase “mythical insularity” has been italicized here for emphasis.

73

A bite is defined as the act or result of plagiarizing another writer’s style and/or imagery.

74

This term “reductive writer” is coined here to describe these contemporary graffiti writers who

use this technique of removal as opposed to addition in order to manufacture their imagery.
75

While the full extent of this position would entail its own extensive work, presented

here is a brief explaining of touching via Nancy’s philosophy. A term pervasive in Nancy’s
lexicon, touch denotes a manner in which sense, defined as: “the element in which signification,
interpretations and representations can occur” (Nancy, The Gravity of Thought 59) becomes
understood in its ontological being as that which, at the limit of signification, establishes the
possibility of making meaning and signification possible and thus preexists language or any
symbolic determination. Thus, it is both what the world already is, but it is also an ungraspable
excess. Nancy elucidates this concept as follows: “[w]orld invites us to no longer think on the
level of phenomenon, however it may be understood (as surging forth, appearing, becoming
visible, brilliance, occurrence, event), but on the level, let us say for the moment, of disposition
(spacing, touching, contact, crossing)” (Nancy, The Sense of the World 176). This line of
reasoning conclusively positions sense not as empirical, ideal, immanent, or transcendent but
instead characterizes it by kind of materiality implying a relationship to the bodily through the
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moment of touch. As Nancy states, it “is not a matter of signification, but of the sense of the world
as its very concreteness, that on which our existence touches and by which it is touched, in all
possible senses” (Nancy, The Sense of the World 10). As for touch, Nancy addresses this in
relationship to the fabrication of meaning pertaining to and grounded by the relation of the body to
space. In his work Corpus, he explicates the body as being sense, being the sharing and the
opening of spaces between other bodies. In his terminology, being neither “anterior nor posterior,
the site of the body is the taking place of sense, absolutely” (Nancy, Corpus 103). Therefore, both
sense and body appear as co-originary, founded on the issue that the body appears as a site for
sharing and being-in the world of existence. Such sharing transpires in the moment of touching
and through it occurs the spatial-temporal event of being. This concludes with the realization that
this touching is the animate body itself as it encounters sense at its limit. The body, as existence, is
the extension of the soul and the touching of sense from one to the other. In his terms, the body “is
the extension of the soul to the ends of the world and to the confines of the self, the one tied to the
other and indistinctly distinct, extension tensed to the breaking point [rupture]” (Nancy, The
Extension of the Soul 144). The body encounters and engages sense in its continual contact with
and separation from sense.
76

For more on Velázquez’s importance to the overall progression of painting, see the following

texts: Velázques, Painter and Courtier by Jonathan Brown, and Velázques, The Technique of
Genius by Jonathan Brown and Carmen Garrido.
77

This idea of being comes from Heidegger’s Da-sien and its contingent relationship to time. See

Chapter 3 of this discussion.
78

For more on this history of the structure, any numbers of texts are currently available both in

print and online. For example: www.ossuary.eu.
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79

See Reverse Graffiti: Ossario: street art by Alexandre Orion,

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JwsBBIIXT0E
80

According to W.J.T. Mitchell, the duck-rabbit first appeared in the German humor magazine

Fliegende Blätter in 1892. It has since had various re-drawings most notably by the philosopher
Ludwig Wittgenstein for his text Philosophical Investigations from 1958.
81

Concerning his inquiry with Immanuel Kant’s rigid differentiation between an aesthetic object

and its ornamentations he posits in his work The Critique of Judgment, Derrida contests this
division, working to deconstruct the inherent autonomy the art object both contains and
manufactures. For Kant, the aesthetic object manifests self-grounding; and therefore, is
independent from the conditions of its frame. Further, any judgment passed on an aesthetic object
is absent of reason and occurs instead disinterested, meaning that it transpires prior to any
cognitive understanding of what the object is and or does. Therefore; for Kant, this designative
logic of the work (the ergon) exists internalized within it and that which comes outside to the
work: the frame (the parergon) appears as only extraneous. Yet, Derrida argues that Kant’s study
of aesthetic judgment as autonomous and self-grounding actually imports the framework from
Kant’s other text The Critique of Pure Reason. Thus, Derrida concludes that this supplemental
frame cannot be merely extrinsic to aesthetic object but instead comes from an outside to
constitute the art object as such.
82

For more on this term: compear, see Chapter 1 of this discussion.

83

Nancy’s quote from Karl Marx’s A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy reads as

follows: “Under the rural patriarchal system of production, when spinner and weaver lived under
the same roof—the women of the family spinning and the men weaving, say for the requirements
of the family—yarn and linen were social products, and spinning and weaving social labour
within the framework of the family. But their social character did not appear in the form of yarn
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becoming a universal equivalent exchanged for linen as a universal equivalent, i.e., of the two
products exchanging for each other as equal and equally valid expressions of the same universal
labour-time. On the contrary, the product of labour bore the specific social imprint of the family
relationship with its naturally evolved division of labour….It was the distinct labour of the
individual in its original form, the particular features of his labour and not its universal aspect that
formed the social ties….In this case the social character of labour is evidently not effected by the
labour of the individual assuming the abstract form of univseral labour or his product assuming the
form of a universal equivalent. [It is clearly community,] on which this mode of production is
based, [that] prevents the labour of an individual from becoming private labour and his product the
private product of a separate individual; it [is community that] causes individual labour to
appear…as the direct function of a member of the social organisation”.
84

It needs to be noted however that Lacan and Jakobson differ in their individual categorization of

the shifter. Where Jakobson sees it as indexical symbol, Lacan sees it as an indexical signifier. For
a more thorough explanation of this latter point see Philippe Van Haute’s text Against Adaption:
Lacan’s Subversion of the Subject, in particular Chapter 2: The Subject of the Unconscious.
85

The use of the term taboo here does not reference the work of either Sigmund Freud or Clause

Lévi-Strauss.
86

This is again another example of Heidegger’s Da-sein, a concept that has been explored

elsewhere in this discussion.
87

This song, titled “Cornbread,” was written and performed by The Blackbyrds and released on

LP by Fantasy.
88

As does Barthes in “Death of the Author.”
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89

For more on the term “king” as it pertains to contemporary graffiti, see Chapter 1 of this

discussion.
90

Regarding this issue Foucault explains that “If, for example, Pierre Dupont does not have blue

eyes, or was not born in Paris, or is not a doctor, the name Pierre Dupont will still always refer to
the same person; such things do not modify the link of designation. The problems raised by the
author’s name are much more complex, however. If I discover that Shakespeare was not born in
the house we visit today, this is a modification that, obviously, will not alter the functioning of the
author’s name. But if we proved that Shakespeare did not write those sonnets which pass for his,
that would constitute a significant change and affect the manner in which the author’s name
functions. If we proved that Shakespeare wrote Bacon’s Organon by showing that the same author
wrote both the works of Bacon and those of Shakespeare, that would be a third type of change the
would entirely modify the functioning of the author’s name. The author’s name is not, therefore,
just a proper name like the rest” (Foucault, What is an Author? 210).
91

The use of the term “apparatus” here specifically denotes another philosophical logic Foucault

employs throughout his research. As he explains in the interview titled The Confession of the
Flesh regarding the term, “[w]hat I’m trying to pick out with this term is, firstly a thoroughly
heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory
decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and
philanthropic propositions – in short, the said as much as the unsaid. Such are the elements of the
apparatus. The apparatus itself is the system of relations that can be established between these
elements. Secondly, what I am trying to identify is this apparatus is precisely the nature of the
connection that can exist between these heterogeneous elements. Thus, a particular discourse can
figure at one time as the programme of an institution, and at another it can function as a means of
justifying or masking a practice which itself remains silent, or as a secondary re-interpretation of
this practice, opening out for it a new field of rationality. In short, between these elements,
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whether discursive of non-discursive, there is a sort of interplay of shifts of position and
modifications of function which can also vary very widely.” (Foucault, The Confesion of The
Flesh 194-195)
92

This progression constitutes Chapter 2 of this discussion.

93

The logic posited in this instance follows the same idea as learning the local language and

customs when visiting a foreign country. It is pertinent to note however that in doing this not all
differences are completely eradicated, and the tourist, while adopting several native traits, still
retains, if only in a small part, his or her status as an outsider.
94

Nancy’s logic has been carefully, and extensively considered and analyzed as it pertains to this

discussion in the preceding chapters 1 and 3. Therefore, it is only briefly explained here so as to
remind the reader of its mechanisms for the purpose of this chapter.
95

Originally quoted from Nancy’s The Inoperative Community.

96

The ‘ipseity’ is originally quoted from Nancy’s text Être singulier pluriel.

97

Michel de Certeau first appears in Chapter 1 of this discussion, though only briefly. His ideas

are returned to here in a more thorough manner.
98

In the contemporary, flash mobs are not directed by Bill Wasik exclusively. They routinely

appear throughout the global community organized and performed by various groups.
99

The film of this flash mob can be seen on Youtube at the following link as of January 30, 2015:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jwMj3PJDxuo
100

These scenes are witnessed in the film cited in the prior footnote.
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101

In a radical implication of Heidegger’s account of Da-sein’s being-towards-death (participating

in Da-sein’s ontology as always being-in-the-world) as elucidated in Being and Time, Nancy
designates the singular existence of Da-sein beyond the grounding of any metaphysics of the
subject. In its state of always casting itself outward and towards something or someone other, Dasein lacks a self-posing foundation proper to subjectivity. Although, according to Nancy,
Heidegger’s statement that “I is not—am not—a subject” (Nancy, The Inoperative Community 14)
leaves unresolved its fullest implications in Being in Time and subsequently requires its maturation
in conjunction with Da-sein’s existing. Insofar as Da-sein is being-toward death and being is Dasein’s being, death becomes that limit which is distinct to each Da-sein and that which it is
individually projected. Only a being becomes singularized in this way does is also become beingwith other, further solidified by the actuality that the relation it maintains with its own death is not
comparable to the one it retains with the death of others. Thus, Being and Time lacks to address
the issue of a community collectively exposed to finitude, and it is this question that Nancy
investigates here.
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